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    Vernardia

Prelude

    THE DRAGON AMBERDRAKE, IN HIS ALTERNATE identity as the human Drake Standralson, walked into the port city of Shreverston. He was dressed in the plain brown homespun wool of a peasant farmer, and he pushed a rickety wooden barrow loaded with assorted produce in front of him. The city Gate Guards didn’t bother to question the passage of a farmer bringing his produce to market, even this late in the day. Drake smiled thinly to himself as they waved him past, all but laughing at how easily he entered the city without giving his name. 

    He followed the few other farmers toward the market, then silently veered off into a dingy alley. To the others he simply appeared to be relieving himself. A pile of trash and rubbish hid him from the street as he did indeed relieve himself of his burden. Then he magically transformed his clothes and appearance. A remarkably changed person emerged from the other end of the alley. A laird, wealthy and well dressed, paused to straighten his clothing before continuing into the city. Having been there many times before, he traveled unerringly toward the wealthier portion of town. The barrow and produce were left behind for some poor soul to find. 

    Drake was quite pleased with himself. His simple ruse had worked as intended, and there was no record of his arrival in the city. The Gate Guards also hadn’t had the opportunity to shake him down for a few silver crowns. He didn’t mind the loss of the coin so much as he objected to civil servants acting like common strongarm thieves. Walking briskly, he made his way to an unimposing inn. Scanning the area, he found a few minor thieves to provide him with pocket money, enough for a day or so, then he boldly stepped inside. 

    A slight smile curved his lips as he contemplated his present occupation. The game was to remain unknown and unnoticed for long enough to book passage on a ship bound for Vernardia. He had encountered a reference to the island continent the year before, and had decided to make his way there. I’ve earned a little holiday. 

    The innkeeper met him as soon as he entered the dimly lit common room. “Yes, Laird, how may I serve you?” the man asked, peering through the gloom to see Drake’s face.

    “A room and a meal, and no questions,” Drake replied softly, and saw the innkeeper step back. His voice held considerable menace, though it wasn’t directed at the innkeeper. He was looking about the common room with narrowed eyes, noting the men and women who lounged in the smoky atmosphere. 

    The innkeeper bowed slightly as he took another step back. “As you wish, Laird. This way please.” The innkeeper led him to the stairs and up to a second-floor room. “This room is my finest, Laird. Is it to your liking?”

    Drake looked around the room and nodded. “How much?” he asked in an almost emotionless tone.

    The innkeeper swallowed before answering. “A silver a night, Laird. That includes the meals for the day, Laird.”

    Drake nodded and pulled a silver crown from his vest pocket. “Have someone bring the meal up here,” he said tightly. “I don’t want any company.”

    The innkeeper nodded, all but bowing as he backed out of the room. “As you command, Laird. As you command.”

    Drake shook his head as he looked at the room again. A whispered spell sent the fleas and lice from the bed out the window. No sense giving this place any more than I have to.

    A serving girl came up to his room moments later with a tray full of food. He hadn’t specified what he wanted, so the innkeeper appeared to have sent everything. Meat that smelled like bison, fowl that appeared to be half a duck, mutton stew, bread, vegetables, beer, ale, and three different wines crowded each other on the tray. 

    “Laird? Your meal, Sair,” the girl said timidly, and Drake waved at the table by the window. 

    Once the girl was gone, he ate quickly. He hadn’t eaten in half a day and found that his appetite fit the meal nicely. Or vice versa. Sitting back, he belched before moving to the bed. His senses had easily found the spy hole, and he could feel the eyes of a stranger upon him. Pulling a sheaf of parchments from the pocket of his cloak, he pretended to study them. After a few moments he felt the watcher leave. He remained where he was. As Arandar began to set he laid back on the bed, closing his eyes. There were still several hours left before he was going to take to the streets again, and even he needed rest. 

    Darkness fell, and the city quieted to some extent, though not completely. Shreverston was much too large to ever become completely quiet. People who worked while their fellows slept were cleaning streets and shops. Ships were being loaded to catch the morning tide. And, of course, night was when the criminal element became most active. 

    It was the criminals who interested Drake. 

    In years past he had decided that robbing criminals was not wrong. Through the years since his transformation he had disposed of thousands of criminals, ranging from simple highwaymen who preyed on travelers to drug lairds who preyed on whole populations. Here in Shreverston he planned on seeking out the drug lairds. They were the richest class of criminal, and also the least missed. They were always killing off one another anyway, so his depredations would not be remarkable. It would only be the manner of their deaths that would distinguish his actions from those of their own kind. 

    As the midnight bells rang, he slipped from his bed. There was no one at the spy hole, so he simply raised his arms to the ceiling. A nimbus of golden light surrounded him, and he again changed, but not his clothes this time. 

    Drake changed his form to become a daemon. 

    Daemons were the basis of a great many human legends about demons. Twice the size of a man, with two arms and legs, and a heavy, barbed tail, the daemons were fierce killing machines. Shiny black chitin covered their bodies, making them all but invulnerable to physical attack. Three-inch long claws ended each of its four fingers, while six-inch long claws ended each of its three toes. The head was equipped with massive jaws lined with curved, serrated teeth. Slit-pupiled eyes gave it night vision that would make a cat jealous. And as if that weren’t enough, they possessed magical abilities that were only surpassed by dragons. It was the deadliest creature that walked Dracana, and only a few people had ever faced one and lived to tell the tale. Slipping soundlessly out the window, the daemon went in search of prey. 

    * * *

    Rory Halstead lounged in his bedroom, smoking a pipe of his favorite dreamweed. His latest plaything was asleep on the bed, sprawled ungracefully on top of the blankets. She was a beauty, with full breasts and an all but insatiable appetite for sex, but he was tiring of her. Her other insatiable appetite, for the powdered plant extract called Ice, was beginning to become expensive even for him. Soon he would discard her, like so many others before, and find another. His wealth and Ice supply could get him a new woman anytime he wanted. 

    A soft sound, just a whisper of disturbed air, was the only warning he had that he was not alone. Turning, he caught sight of the black nightmare of teeth and claws that had come in through his bedroom window. His scream died unuttered as the daemon’s right hand grasped him by the throat. The daemon’s left hand slashed his belly open, spilling his guts on the floor. Rory died kneeling on his own intestines, the fire blazing just inches from his face. 

    The daemon stalked over to the bed and sniffed the woman. She smelled of sex and drugs, but it didn’t kill her. Drake’s personality wouldn’t allow it. Turning away, it surveyed the room and found the cache of gold that drug lairds habitually kept near at hand. Their lifestyle occasionally required rapid escapes and bribes. It also found the drugs and tossed them into the fire with a flick of a claw. A king’s ransom in Ice flared and hissed as it burned, the smoke wafting up the chimney and into the night. The gold was magically transported back to Drake’s room at the inn, and then the daemon slipped back out the way that it had come. 

    * * *

    Morning found Drake in the inn’s common room, enjoying a large meal of salt-cured ham and eggs, along with something the innkeeper had called grits. Drake looked at it suspiciously, poking at it with his fork until the serving girl explained that it was coarse ground hominy. Then she had to explain that hominy was a type of large, white corn that was grown in the southwestern reaches of the empire. He tried it while she smiled her encouragement and found that it was quite good. The girl suggested salt and butter, which made it better. For a boy who had grown up hating boiled wheat, it was quite a change. 

    After his morning meal was just a pleasant memory, Drake left the inn and walked down to the docks. There were numerous ships in port, both traders and cargo haulers, and it was to the former that he made his way. A few judicious questions, and a touch of silver, brought him to Captain Baird Sinclair of the Mistress Annette. The ship was a slim, fast sloop with a shallow draft and limited cargo space. Captain Sinclair made his living hauling small, high value commodities such as spices from the islands of the south. Including Vernardia. 

    “Excuse me, good Captain, might I have a moment of your time?” Drake asked as he stopped by the boarding plank.

    Captain Sinclair looked up from his manifest and quickly scanned him, then turned his attention back to the manifest. “Speak your mind,” he said in a bored tone of voice.

    Drake was slightly put out by the captain’s quick dismissal. “Captain, I would like to book passage on your ship to Vernardia.”

    “The Annette is no pleasure yacht,” the captain answered, not bothering to look at Drake a second time. 

    Drake’s eyes narrowed. “No, she isn’t. But you’re the only ship headed that way.”

    Now the captain did look up again. “No. I don’t haul spoiled passengers who want to be waited on. Go try the Eldritch Eye. Captain Forest occasionally hauls passengers.”

    “Captain Forest is not headed to Vernardia. I am, and so are you.” Drake moved so that he was looking into the captain’s eyes. “I can be very persuasive if I must.”

    The captain sneered, and his hand swung up to punch Drake, but failed to land. Instead, his fist passed through empty air where Drake had been. “Damn, what happened?” he asked, looking around to find Drake on his other side. 

    “I am an Adept, Captain. Do not anger me, or try that again,” Drake growled, letting his own anger show. “As for being a spoiled passenger, I am not. If need be, I can call the wind to your sails and earn my passage.”

    Now the captain looked interested and leaned toward Drake. “For what price?” he asked, a gleam of avarice in his eyes. 

    “Passage,” Drake answered softly. “And no questions.”

    Now the captain looked at Drake through narrowed eyes. “Trouble?”

    “None that concerns you, Captain. And none that will follow me.” Drake eyed the captain closely. “Do we have a deal?” 

    “We do. The Annette sails with the evening tide, with you or without.” Captain Sinclair looked at Drake and nodded sharply. 

    “With me,” Drake answered and walked aboard. “Where do you want me?”

    The captain nodded toward the stern. “Inside, second door to port. That’s the side toward the dock. I’ll call you when you’re needed. What’s your name?”

    “Adept Drake.”

    The sun was almost on the horizon when the captain called for Drake. “Well, Adept Drake, we’re ready. Let’s see some wind.”

    Drake nodded and cast the spell. A breeze, light at first but freshening, billowed the sails. As the ship picked up speed, so did the breeze, finally becoming a true wind as the ship cleared the harbor. 

    Captain Sinclair nodded, seemingly content with Drake’s performance. It took a Master Mage or better to call wind from a calm sky, and few merchants could afford to hire such Magi. Only the major Trading Houses like Amberdrake’s Children could afford to man their ships with Magi. To have the services of an Adept for the mere price of passage was all but unheard-of. 

    Drake kept to himself throughout the voyage, only joining the crew at meal times. The rest of the time he amused himself with some books he’d purchased in Shreverston. The trip normally took between twenty-five and thirty days, depending on the wind, but with the constant wind of the spell the captain estimated they would make it much sooner. Before midday of the eighteenth day, the lookout called down, “Land ho!”

    The ship became busy as the captain and sailors made preparations for port. Drake came on deck and began regulating the wind to slow them at the captain’s direction. On command, the wind died, and the Mistress Annette slid into port gracefully under the power of the natural breeze. 

    “Well, Adept Drake, you lived up to your part of the bargain. That was the fastest and smoothest trip I’ve made in a long time. Any chance you’d be interested in staying on?”

    Drake smiled but shook his head. “No, Captain, this is where I was headed. Davenport and the rest of Vernardia should prove to be quite an adventure.”


    Chapter 1

    DRAKE WALKED AWAY FROM THE HARBOR area of Davenport with a light heart. Heavy pockets, to be sure, but a light heart. Three hundred Shreverston gold crowns filled his satchel, pouch, and pockets. His first priority was to find a better way to carry it all. 

    A smallish inn looked inviting, and he entered the front door without hesitation. He should have hesitated. A loud female voice began bellowing before the door closed, and he found himself witness to a fight. 

    “Damn you, Channing, I told you I was going to cut your balls off the next time you showed your face around here!” a woman’s voice shouted.

    “But, Mira, I love you!” a man’s voice, Channing he supposed, shouted back just as loudly. A man backed into view, holding his hands up in a placating gesture to the woman who followed him. 

    Mira stopped dead in her tracks when she saw Drake. Her expression made Channing twist in place to see who was behind him. “Ah, hello there,” he said cautiously. 

    Drake nodded. “I need a room.”

    Mira pushed past Channing to face him. “Fifty coppers a day, meals included. Spirits are extra.”

    Drake looked at her closely. Fifty copper sparks was a high toll for a room in an inn this size. “What’s that in Shreverston crowns?”

    Now he really had her attention. “Shreverston silver? That’s one hundred eighty copper to the crown, Lord.” Her demeanor had quickly changed to that of a very demure and respectful woman. “How long will you be staying, Lord?”

    Drake laughed. “A few days. Where can I find a moneychanger?”

    Now the man stepped forward and stood beside Mira, then bowed. “Lord, if you please, Schuyler Blanton keeps shop just down the road. I would be happy to show you to his door.”

    Drake nodded. “The room first. I’d like to drop my bag.” 

    Channing led him to a room in the back of the inn and, once his satchel was on the bed, led him back out of the inn. “This way, if you please,” he said over his shoulder, and lead off down the street. 

    The moneychanger’s shop was immediately obvious when they arrived in the area: It was the only building with a brace of armed guards bracketing the door. Channing led the way up the steps and past the guards without stopping. The guards looked at Drake carefully as he passed but did not hinder his passage. Inside, Channing was already speaking with a man seated behind a desk. “...here he is, Schuyler. Just as I said.”

    The man stood and bowed slightly as he eyed Drake carefully. “Lord, welcome to my house. Channing tells me that you have some Shreverston silver to exchange,” Schuyler said, indicating a chair for Drake to seat himself in. 

    Drake grinned. “Not silver. Gold.”

    Both Channing and Schuyler froze, their eyes going wide at his pronouncement. “You have Shreverston gold crowns to exchange?” Schuyler asked in a slightly breathy tone. 

    Drake pulled a pouch containing twenty crowns from his belt. “Yes, I do.” Slipping the string, he quickly presented the moneychanger with four stacks of five coins. “I am going to need silver and copper, but not too much copper. It gets heavy.”

    Schuyler swallowed several times before speaking. Then he became excited. “Yes, Lord, at once.” He reached down and brought out a strange counting device. Beads clicked back and forth, and he wrote down numbers quickly. After a few moments, he looked up and smiled. “Lord, your total will be three hundred sixty silver crowns. How much would you like in copper?”

    Drake shrugged. “Change ten of them.”

    “Very good, Lord. A moment if you please.” Schuyler stood and bowed, then went into the back room. He returned after several moments with six bags of coins. “Each of these bags contains one hundred silver crowns.” He indicated three bags with a blue crown painted on them. “This one contains fifty silver crowns.” He indicated a fourth, smaller bag with a blue crown. “And these two,” he gestured toward two larger bags with brown crowns painted on them, “contain five hundred coppers each.”

    Drake nodded and picked up the bags, slinging them over his shoulder. “I thank you, Master Blanton.” He nodded, then left with Channing in close attendance. 

    Channing remained quiet on the walk back to the inn. He kept looking at Drake with a slightly fearful expression that almost made Drake laugh. Apparently, gold isn’t a common sight at Mira’s inn. Channing darted ahead again when the inn came into sight. He was speaking to Mira when Drake entered, and she quickly came to his side. 

    “Lord, welcome. Welcome indeed. I am Mira Appleton, and this is my inn, the Broken Mug,” she said, managing a passable curtsy. 

    Drake nodded. “I am Adept Drake Standralson, from the Darendian Empire.”

    Naming himself an Adept caused Mira’s eyes to widen even farther, which was quite a feat. “What is your pleasure, Lord Adept?”

    “Beer, or ale. And I believe I smell garlic sausage?” Drake grinned, tilting his head to the side. 

    A wide grin split her face, showing remarkably white, straight teeth. “You do indeed, Lord Adept. You do indeed. As you probably know, Davenport is one of the busiest trading ports in Vernardia, and garlic is plentiful here. A moment, if you please,” she said as she scampered away. Drake was impressed. It wasn’t easy for a woman of her girth to scamper. 

    Channing sidled into Drake’s view. “Your pardon, Lord Adept, but what brings you to our humble inn?”

    Drake shrugged. “It looked nice from the outside. Like home. Now your turn. Why does Mira want to cut your balls off?” Drake grinned, then laughed. 

    Channing blushed, looking at the floor. “She didn’t really mean that. You see, she saw me talking with another woman a week ago, and well...she’s the jealous type.”

    Drake nodded and laughed, then looked out the window. The people who walked by looked happy for the most part, and he began to relax. Mira quickly returned with a tray, and he was soon enjoying a light meal of sausage, cheese, crusty bread, and beer. More patrons were entering, and Drake sat back to watch. The evening progressed nicely, and Drake stayed in the common room, speaking to those who joined him and learning what he could of this far land. 

    Drake already knew Vernardia was an island continent. Large by any standard, it was nearly one quarter the size of the Brondian Continent. It was also attended by numerous islands, large and small, which were commonly referred to as the Thousand Islands. There were only seven or eight hundred of them, depending on the tide, but such names didn’t necessarily have to be accurate. 

    Some of the islands were large enough to be separate kingdoms, and there were occasional border skirmishes between the mainland Kingdom of Vernardia and the lesser island kingdoms. At present, Vernardia was involved in a nasty little war with the Kingdom of Bresardia. Drake almost laughed at the names. Vernardia, Bresardia. He briefly wondered what the other kingdoms were called, but didn’t ask. He was afraid that he might laugh out loud if the names all rhymed. Night fell, and Drake retired to his room. It was a nice enough room, and he fell immediately into a deep, dreamless sleep. 

    Morning, with the ubiquitous crowing cock, burst upon Drake. Even after so many years he still hated mornings and crowing cocks. Dressing hurriedly, he made his way to the common room for morning meal. Mira had obviously been cooking for quite some time, and she served him salt-cured ham, fried potatoes with diced onions, and scrambled eggs as soon as he expressed his preference.

    Drake spent three days in Davenport before heading inland. He had a plan in mind that would keep him occupied for years, if not decades, to come: Once again, after so many years, he was going to adopt a family.

    Drake rode out of Davenport on a plain brown mare. She was nothing special, not even of a particular breed, but she was sturdy and even-tempered. Drake purchased a number of maps of the land around Davenport, and was headed up into the hills of the south. It had taken some effort on the cartographer’s part to convince him that south was going to be cooler than north. North was toward the equator, and the heat of the tropics. South, toward the pole, was cooler. For Drake, who had lived his entire life in the northern hemisphere, it was a very strange concept, but one he was willing to take the word of the expert about. 

    Drake traveled in relative style. He slept in inns, ate fine meals, enjoyed the sights, and occasionally spent a warm night with some tavern wench. He wasn’t looking for anything in particular. I’ll know what I want when I see it. Or, more precisely, her. After three weeks of easy travel, he rode into trouble. 

    A small village lay in a mountain valley, surrounded by fertile fields and orchards. Drake was riding into town with the setting sun over his shoulder when he heard a commotion ahead. He immediately dismounted and tied his horse to a fence post, then crept cautiously forward. His mouth pulled into an angry frown when he got a clear look at the center of the town.

    Four men were standing near a fountain, and a fifth was on the fountain speaking. “...done told ya. Over and over, we told ya. But still ya don’ listen. Well, this should make ya listen good. Bring her.” He gestured, and two men brought a struggling young woman forward. “Renata’s pa tried to defy us. Now he’s laid up, and we has her. This is what’s going to happen to your daughters and wives if you try to fight us!” he finally exclaimed, then jumped down to face Renata. Grasping her blouse with both hands, he ripped it loose, exposing her breasts to the crowd. Before he could do anything else, Drake blasted him.

    The crowd was silent as Drake pushed through to the fountain. Where the bandit leader had stood was a smoldering pile of ash. Renata and the two men who were holding her were frozen in place as they looked at him, then the men turned to flee. It didn’t save them. Drake threw power from his fingers, slicing through flesh and bone to cleave both men in half. The other two had run farther, but not far enough. Drake’s mage bolts struck each man, burning fist-sized smoking holes through their backs and out their chests. 

    Drake continued to walk forward until he stood beside Renata. She had collapsed to her knees when the men released her, clutching the front of her blouse closed. A flicker of power made the cloth whole once again. 

    “Are you all right?” he asked softly.

    Renata looked up from the ground at the young man standing over her. Tear streaks lined her cheeks, but she nodded. “They were going to gang-rape me in front of the whole town,” she whispered.

    “They are dead, Renata,” Drake said gently. 

    “But you..?”

    Drake smiled softly. “I am not a rapist. Stand up, please.”

    Renata stood, and looked at him with wide, frightened eyes. Her fear of Drake’s power was obvious as she shrank away from him. “What are you going to do to me?” she asked in a small voice.

    “Send you home,” Drake replied softly. “Go see to your father, Renata. We can speak later, when you feel calmer.” Looking away, he turned to the crowd. “Is there another member of her family here?” he asked.

    An old man stepped forward, nodding. “She’s my niece, Lord.”

    Drake gave Renata a gentle push toward the man. “Take her home. She’ll probably need someone to stay with her for a while.” The man nodded and immediately took Renata off into the crowd, which opened to let them pass, then closed again to hide her. Drake again raised his voice. “Is the lord of this town here?”

    An older man in a vest and matching breeches stepped forward timidly. “We have no lord here, Sir. I am Sommerset Springer, Mayor of Milton.”

    Drake nodded deeply, almost bowing. “I am Adept Drake Standralson.” Drake naming himself an Adept had a number of people backing away while others stayed and simply nodded as if they’d known it all along. Looking down at the remains of the men he had just killed, he again nodded. “And these?” he asked.

    “Bandits and deserters, Lord Adept,” the mayor answered. “The army has sent several patrols up here to catch them, but they’ve always gotten away.” Several people in the crowd nodded their agreement as they looked at one another and murmured. 

    Drake nodded and walked back to where he had tied his horse. Looking around, he spotted an inn with the amusing sign of a hog on its back with a barrel balanced on its feet, pouring beer into its open mouth. He had no more than tied his horse to the hitching post than a well-dressed man was at the door, holding it open for him. 

    “Lord Adept, welcome to the Hog’s Heaven. I am Jasper Aarensen.” Drake nodded and entered the inn. It was deserted, of course, but people were filing in behind him, though not too closely. Drake let Jasper lead him to a table that was set aside from the rest of the room. “What may I get you, Lord Adept?”

    Drake looked about the room before answering. The inn was quickly filling, and every eye was on him. “Beer and whatever’s hot.”

    Jasper blinked several times, then bowed and disappeared into the kitchen. He was back within moments with a tray laden with a tall tankard, a large bowl of something that steamed, and half a loaf of bread. Setting it on the table in front of Drake, he named the meal. “Lord Adept, this is the house specialty: Venison stew, sourdough bread, and my best beer.”

    Drake nodded his thanks and tossed a silver crown onto the table. “I am going to need a room as well. What’s the rate in these parts?”

    Jasper looked startled. “Lord Adept, there’s no need for you to pay. You’ve been of service to us, and we owe you a debt. Of gratitude as well as of coin.”

    Drake looked sideways at Jasper and grinned. “I make my own way, Innkeeper Jasper. I’ve been looking for a place to settle for a while, and this looks like a nice little town. Keeping me fed could get expensive for you.”

    Jasper looked up at the crowd, then back to Drake. “Even so, Lord Adept, your coin...”

    “...Is sufficient,” Drake interrupted. “I have some experience with inns, Innkeeper Jasper, and I’m all too aware of how slim profits can be. Have the good grace to accept payment for your service.”

    Jasper nodded, swallowing and again looking toward the crowd. “If that is your wish, then so be it. Room and board at this season is twenty-five coppers a day. The week through for a silver.”

    Drake nodded. “A week at a time then. I don’t know how long I’ll be staying, but it’ll probably be at least a week.”

    Innkeeper Jasper nodded and retrieved the coin. “As you wish, Lord Adept.” He bowed as he stepped back, keeping his eyes on Drake the whole time.

    The mayor and three distinguished looking older men cautiously approached him as he ate. “Lord Adept, may we have a moment of your time?” Drake nodded and gestured to the chairs on the opposite side of the table. There were only three, and the last man quickly hooked a fourth chair from a nearby table. “Lord Adept,” the mayor began, “we would again like to express our gratitude. Reid and his men have been terrorizing us for months. The army has been too busy with Bresardia to really make more than a token effort to capture them.”

    Drake nodded. “It was my pleasure. I have no tolerance for rapists. Or bandits for that matter.” Drake paused to grin. “Renata is a lovely young woman.”

    “She is that, Lord Adept. It is a pity about her husband. He was killed fighting the Bresardians two months ago,” one of the other men said, then closed his mouth abruptly when the mayor glared at him.

    Drake nodded. “A young widow. Well, she’s pretty enough that she should be able to find another husband easily. If that’s what she’s looking for.”

    “She is still in mourning, Lord Adept,” Mayor Springer said softly.

    Drake again nodded, then changed the subject. “I’m not sure how long I’ll be here in your village, Mayor Springer. I’m not in a hurry to get anywhere, and I have nothing to do for a time. Is there anything of note to see here?”

    The mayor and his friends looked surprised by Drake’s question. “No, Lord Adept. We don’t have anything to attract people here except what you see: Good land and good people.”

    “Good enough,” Drake said with a deep smile, then stood and offered the mayor a half bow. “I will be retiring for the night, gentlemen. If there is nothing to keep me here, then I’ll only be staying a day or two.”

    The mayor had stood with Drake and returned the bow. “You are welcome for as long as you wish to stay, Lord Adept.”

    * * *

    Drake spent three days in the Hog’s Heaven before riding out toward the south again. Renata might have been the girl for him, but he didn’t think so. The suspicion of the mayor and his friends made Drake think there was more to her story than just losing her husband. The road beckoned, and he whistled a jaunty tune as he rode on. He had time to look about. 


    Chapter 2

    WEEKS TURNED INTO MONTHS AS HE journeyed across the land. Vernardia was immense, and he wondered just how long it would take him to reach the sea on the opposite shore. The maps he had purchased were showing his progress, and after sixty days he was not even one third of the way across the continent. Large indeed. A range of mountains had turned him north, and he was nearing the tropics as the summer wore on.

    It was near midday of a hot, sweltering summer’s day when he heard shouting in the distance. Riding cautiously forward, he looked down onto a battlefield. Men and horses milled about in a tangle of flesh and steel, shouting and cursing as they fought. Banners flew over the commanders of both armies, and horns shrilled orders to their men. Drake sat and watched for a time then directed his horse off to the side of the road and prepared to dismount. They weren’t likely to finish anytime soon, and he had no desire to join in. 

    “Halt where you are!” a man’s voice shouted from behind him, making him flinch. 

    Damn! Drake lifted his hands to his sides to show that he was unarmed, and then turned in his saddle. “I’m not a soldier.”

    “A coward then?” the man said as he sneered, stepping out of the shadow of the forest. “The queen has called for all men of age to bear arms to defend the kingdom. Why aren’t you in the army?”

    Drake regarded the man carefully. He was in uniform, with a sword at his belt and a short spear slung diagonally across his back. A cocked crossbow was in his hands, pointed at Drake. “I am not of your kingdom, good sir. I am a far traveler from the Darendian Empire.”

    “I know nothing of that. Ride ahead, slowly. We’ll see what the general has to say about you.” The man gestured with the crossbow toward the battle. “Don’t try to ride off neither. This bolt is faster than that nag.”

    Drake nodded and started his horse forward at a slow walk. He had shielded himself as soon as the sentry had spoken, so he wasn’t concerned about the crossbow. It would take significantly more than wood and iron to reach him. Still, he was curious. Which army am I being escorted to?

    The sentry guided him toward the left side of the encampment, not the center as he would have expected. When they reached the guard post, the sentry had him halt as he addressed an impressively dressed old man. 

    “I have another volunteer, Sergeant.” 

    “Now wait one damn minute!” Drake started, but the sergeant cut him off. 

    “Out of that saddle!” the sergeant shouted, striding forward and reaching for Drake’s leg. His hand encountered Drake’s shields and he pulled back, cursing. “Damn! What was that?” he asked as he held his jammed fingers.

    Drake looked at the sergeant, then at the sentry. His voice was soft as he snarled, “I am not a volunteer.”

    The sentry didn’t bother to say anything else; he simply pulled the trigger on his crossbow. The bolt flashed into vapor against Drake’s shields. The sergeant had recovered a little and drew his sword. His slash at Drake’s leg was weak, to be sure, but would have done some damage if it had landed. The sword blade suffered the same fate as the crossbow bolt, and the sergeant pulled back the hilt of his sword with just a few finger-widths of blade remaining. More men had been attracted by the commotion, and Drake felt a Mage strike at him. He almost laughed. The man can’t be much beyond an Apprentice. 

    “Back away! All of you back away!” a high, definitely feminine voice shouted, and Drake got a look at the other mage. She raised her hands and blasted at Drake ineffectually for a moment before giving up. “Who are you?” she demanded in an almost exasperated tone. 

    Drake smiled at her before answering. “I am Adept Drake. And you?” he asked with a slight bow. She was attractive, though not conventionally beautiful. Her jaw was too square, and she had a nose that would have made a hawk proud. However, her wide, deep brown eyes more than made up for any other defects. The large breasts that strained at the cloth of her robe helped as well. 

    The girl swallowed convulsively, looking at Drake with wide, suddenly frightened eyes. “Jettie Atherton, Adept Drake. Journeyman Battlemage Jettilain Atherton.”

    Drake nodded as he dismounted and walked over to face her. She was taller than he had at first thought, and he actually had to look slightly up into her eyes. Drake gave her a lopsided grin as he spoke. 

    “Journeyman Jettie, you would do well to learn to gauge your opponents in the future. For a Journeyman to attack an Adept is usually fatal.” He paused to see her reaction, and was even more amused to see her catch her lower lip in her teeth while her eyes filled with even more fear. “However, I think you are in luck. I’m not in the mood to kill anyone today.”

    Jettie nodded and backed away, keeping her eyes on Drake. Drake ignored her and turned his attention on the sentry. “As for you, you aren’t so lucky. Trying to press me into your army was a serious mistake.” Drake walked over to get closer to the man. “I’m not going to kill you, but I’m going to make you wish I had.” Drake stepped back and cast a spell, waving his hands above his head and chanting theatrically. He didn’t need to make gestures or chant, but it impressed the yokels. Smiling at the sentry, he nodded. “From this day forward, every time you hear the word “volunteer”, you are going to shit your pants.”

    The sentry’s eyes went wide, and he had a suddenly panicked expression on his face as the rest of the men murmured among themselves. Then the men who were down wind laughed. The sentry had, as cursed, messed himself when Drake had said the word volunteer. 

    The sergeant ordered his men to disperse, and the sentry took off at a dead run toward the latrine pits. Turning back to Drake, he bowed. “If you would care to follow me, I’ll escort you to General Preston.”

    Drake shrugged, and then led his horse behind the sergeant. He also reinforced his shields, just in case there were any Adepts with this army. The sergeant led him past row upon row of tents until they reached an area that was bordered by a rope, and more sentries.

    “I have a man here to see the general,” the sergeant declared loudly as they approached. 

    A man in officer’s braid stepped out to block their way. “State your business.”

    Drake looked at him and shrugged. “I was passing by when one of your sentries tried to press me into service with your army.”

    “Now you just wait one...” the sergeant began, but Drake cut him off. 

    “Silence!” he hissed, and the sergeant’s voice failed him. “I was just passing by until that fool forced me here. I have no desire to see your general. This was your idea.”

    The officer stepped back into the conversation, standing between Drake and the sergeant. “The queen has commanded that all men of age between fifteen and thirty join the army.” He stepped forward to look at Drake. “Why haven’t you joined up?”

    Drake sighed and explained yet again, “Because I am not a citizen of your kingdom. I am a traveler from the Darendian Empire.”

    That surprised the officer. “What are you doing here then? If you’re not here to volunteer, what brings you this way?”

    Drake shrugged. “Just passing through, as I’ve already said.”

    “Lieutenant, please!” the sergeant whispered hoarsely. “He’s an Adept!”

    The lieutenant raised an eyebrow. “An Adept indeed. Well, come along. I’ll take you to the general. He’ll know what to do with you.” The lieutenant led off, but Drake stood his ground.

    “I told you that I am just passing through. Why would I want your general to do anything with me?”

    The lieutenant turned around and glared at Drake through narrowed eyelids as he laid his hand on the hilt of his sword. “You’re in our territory. Either you join us, or you die.”

    Drake laughed at the audacity of that statement. “I think not! You don’t have any Adepts here who can match me. I’ll be on my way.” Drake turned away and started to mount his horse when a new voice joined the discussion. 

    “Just how sure of that are you?” a feminine voice asked, and Drake turned to face the newcomer. 

    “As sure as I can be without a contest,” Drake replied softly, carefully assessing the woman. She was pretty, petite, and had a strangeness about her that set off alarms in his head. This girl is an Adept, a high Adept, and just might be my equal when I’m in human form. How wonderful! I never thought I’d meet a girl like her.

    The girl raised her arms to the side and the men about them scattered as fast as their legs would carry them. “Manifest then, and let us see who is the more powerful.” She smiled coyly, then raised her arms above her head and manifested her power. Where a pretty young woman had stood moments before was now a hissing griffin, beating the air with its mighty wings and threatening Drake with its massive claws. 

    Drake’s horse took off at a dead run through the camp, leaving a trail of destruction in its wake. Drake grinned nastily as he faced the griffin. Think so, do you? But that’s just an illusion. Try this. Drake transformed himself into the daemon, his black shiny chitin reflecting the sunlight as he crouched and hissed angrily at the griffin. 

    The griffin reared back in surprise and alarm, and suddenly the girl was back. “Who are you?” she whispered, her wide eyes betraying her very real fear at facing the black death that crouched just a few paces away. 

    Drake remained the daemon, his hissing, sibilant voice tearing at her ears as he spoke. “I ammm Adept Drake Ssssstandralson of the Darennnndian Empire and beyonnnnd.” Drake returned to human form to finish speaking to the girl. “You are quite good, but you’re no match for me. However, I would like to stay and spend some time with you. You’re the most powerful Adept I’ve encountered in a very long time.”

    “You’re the most powerful Adept I’ve ever encountered. Even Adept Caral and the entire gestalt couldn’t stand against you.” The girl’s voice remained soft and frightened. “This way, if you please, and I’ll show you to my tent.”

    Drake smiled and nodded, then fell into step beside her. “You still haven’t given me your name, Adept.”

    The girl looked frightened for a moment, then licked her lips and shrugged. “I am Adept Battlemage Mellody Carstairs, Chief Adept of the Army of Vernardia.”

    Drake smiled and nodded. “I am pleased to meet you, Adept Mellody. And somewhat surprised. There aren’t many armies in the world that would accept a female as the chief anything, no matter the merit.”

    “The queen feels differently, Adept Drake,” she replied in a tight voice that betrayed how tense she was about the subject. Drake suspected that, queen’s decision or not, there were still those who gave the girl trouble about her role.

    Drake followed Mellody into the camp, passing four layers of security before they reached the innermost portion of the camp. Mellody stopped briefly to say something to the sentry that Drake couldn’t hear, then led him toward a tent. 

    “This is my home away from home, Adept Drake. Please accept my hospitality.” She bowed and then held the tent flap aside for him to pass. 

    Drake ducked into the tent and found himself impressed. The interior was elegantly appointed, but not overly so. There were cushions and rugs, but no hard furniture except for a small table. A curtain divided the tent, blocking off the back third. Drake suspected that Mellody’s bed and personal belongings were behind the drape, and ignored it. A girl needs her privacy. Turning back, he bowed slightly. “Very nice.”

    Mellody smiled at that. “The queen treats her servants well. Please, sit with me.” She gestured toward a set of pillows separated by the low table. “Would you like some wine?”

    Drake nodded and watched her pour. When the glass was in his hand, he again stood and bowed, holding the glass between both hands. “For the welcome I have received under your roof, I am truly grateful.”

    Mellody smiled softly and stood to return the bow. “You know our customs quite well, Adept Drake.”

    “Courtesy, in all of its forms, is one of the first things I try to learn in my travels. If I stay long enough, I may tell you the tale of the time I didn’t, and spent several years regretting it.” Drake grinned and saw her relax a little. “I understand that you are in conflict with the kingdom of Bresardia. How long has this been going on? And how did it start?”

    She looked at him with evident suspicion, then sighed. “Too long. Princess Rochelle of Vernardia and King Malcom of Bresardia were betrothed before King Bevan’s death. King Bevan had arranged the whole thing against Princess Rochelle’s wishes, and she broke the betrothal as soon as she was crowned, saying some hurtful, and unfortunately true, things about King Malcom. Things that no one had ever dared say to him before. King Malcom was furious, and sent his army into our territory to force her to honor the betrothal, but we stopped them here. Bresardia is really too small and poor to defeat us, but they’ve been seeking allies.”

    “So you just sit and stare at one another,” Drake said, making a statement rather than asking a question.

    Mellody’s eyes narrowed in anger at his comment, and Drake was immediately sorry that he’d said it. “No, we don’t just sit here and stare at one another!” she snapped. “Thousands have died on both sides. That’s the purpose of having Adepts here. We shield our armies and pound at one another, each trying to break the other’s courage.”

    “Sorry,” Drake said meekly, surprising her. “How often do you have to fight?”

    “Every day, after the midday meal,” she said sourly. “First the men go out and hack at each other for a while, then the Adepts start throwing lightning about. Care to come watch? I’m almost late.”

    Drake nodded and stood, then stepped to the tent flap and held it aside for her as he smiled. Mellody led him to a platform that had been erected in the center of the camp. Dozens of Magi were gathered around it, and Drake could recognize Journeymen, Masters, and Adepts. 

    Mellody led him over to an elderly man with a long white beard. “Adept Battlemage Caral, I wish to present Adept Drake.”

    The old man looked Drake over carefully. “So you’re the showy fellow we all felt a few moments ago. Stand aside now and let us get to it.” He gestured for Drake to stand with some other onlookers, and then led the Adepts up to the platform. The Masters and Journeymen ringed them in and began melding their power into a gestalt that would feed the Adepts. Drake was impressed by the easy precision they displayed, forming the meld in seconds. Practice is a wonderful thing. Eight other Adepts joined Mellody and Caral, and they began to blast at the opposing army. Power bolts of a dozen hues rained down on the shields that the Bresardian Adepts held, and their power bolts fell on the Vernardian shields. 

    Drake walked to the side and watched for a moment then raised his hands above his head. A massive bolt of bright golden energy slashed into the ground at the edge of the Bresardian’s shields, blasting the soil into fountains of dirt that rained clods and rocks on the heads of the army. He continued to blast in a continuous line, circling the army and digging a trench five feet deep, and ten feet wide around the entire force. Then he blasted the center of the camp, where the Adepts were, and shattered their shields. 

    Drake lowered his hands and looked at the Vernardian Magi, then grinned. “That should give ‘em something to think about.”

    Adept Caral was looking at Drake with wide, worried eyes. “Just why did you do that, Adept Drake? You are not a part of our army. And, as I understand it, you’ve already refused to join us.”

    Drake gave the old man a lopsided grin and shrugged one shoulder. “I’m hungry, and it didn’t seem likely I could get anything to eat until you were through.”

    A loud guffaw of laughter interrupted whatever Adept Caral was about to say in reply. “Hah! Damn right!” a man in an impressive uniform with gold braid and medals prominent laughed, slapping his leg. “Damn right you weren’t going to be fed during a battle. I am Orman Preston, General of the Armies of Vernardia.” He bowed slightly to Drake. 

    Drake bowed deeply in return. “Adept Drake Standralson, of the Darendian Empire. I am honored to make your acquaintance, General.”

    “The honor’s mine, Adept Drake. The honor is all mine. Come along, I’d be pleased to have you as my guest. The midday meal was some time ago, but I’m sure my cook will rise to the occasion.” He gestured Drake to his side and turned to go. “That’s the most impressive display of power I’ve ever seen. Old Flavian is probably shitting himself right now, trying to figure out where I found an Adept of your strength.”

    Drake looked sideways at the general. “I have not joined your army, General.”

    “Perhaps not, but he doesn’t know that,” the general replied without looking. “You may have just broken the stalemate for us, and I thank you. Are you sure you won’t join us?” Now the general did look at Drake, glancing quickly at him to see his reaction. 

    “No, General, I’m not sure, but it seems unlikely. I’m traveling for pleasure, and came here for something of a holiday.” Drake looked at the general with his head tilted to the side. “Fighting a war was not on my agenda.”

    “Agendas can change, friend Drake. Agendas can change,” the general murmured softly, then led him into a large tent as two young officers held the tent flaps aside for them. “Please, have a seat.” He gestured to a low table, and then clapped his hands. 

    An old man immediately stepped forward and bowed. “Your wishes, my general?” 

    “Cordon, this is my guest, Adept Drake. He missed lunch today. Can you rustle something up for him?” General Preston said, gesturing to Drake. 

    “I am honored, Adept. I will return shortly.” He bowed to both Drake and the general, then disappeared. 

    “A good man, that Cordon. Been with me for twenty years. He was assistant to old General Hayward’s cook. Picked him up when I made general. Now, what can I do to convince you to stay with us? Are you looking for peace and quiet, or adventure?”

    Drake looked at the general and grinned. “Peace and quiet. With occasional adventures to break the boredom. Or occasional companionship. I have sufficient funds to keep me in bread, beer, and girls for the foreseeable future.”

    The general grinned at Drake’s choice of words. “You may find that there’s little peace to be found with the war on. Bresardia has her people throughout the kingdom, stirring up trouble. Most of them are posing as disaffected soldiers and such, making life miserable for the common folk.” 

    Drake sat forward, staring at the general. “I may have already found some of your troublemakers. A few weeks ago, I encountered a bunch of men who were supposed to be deserters. They were terrorizing a small village called Milton.”

    The general leaned his head back, tapping his fingers against his lips. “Let’s see. Milton, Milton, Milton. No, it doesn’t sound familiar. So, we already owe you for service to our kingdom.” Cordon returned then with a steaming bowl of stew and an assortment of side dishes. “Ah, here we are. Consider this a down payment.”

    Drake was impressed. The stew was very thick, savory, and well-seasoned. Crusty sourdough bread, sweet butter, and ale rounded out the meal. He nodded his thanks and began eating. 

    General Preston accepted a mug of ale as well and picked up his topic again. “There are other advantages to you joining us. An Adept of your power will turn the tide, and may even drive the Bresardians back to their island. That would make your stay more peaceful.”

    “You have a point, General, but I’m going to have to consider a number of things. After all, in the end I will go home. I’ve never been one to put down roots,” Drake said carefully. He didn’t want to insult his host. 

    The general left him alone then, and he finished his meal quickly. “That’s better. Cordon, you are a master worthy of the finest palace. The general is lucky to have you.” Cordon bowed deeply, then took the tray and dishes away. Drake turned his attention back to the general. “General Preston, I would be pleased to join your corps of Magi. For a time, at least.”


    Chapter 3

    GENERAL PRESTON SMILED BROADLY AND NODDED as he relaxed. “Thank you. I’ll have a tent added to the Magi’s camp for your comfort. Please forgive us, but there’s little in the way of furnishings available.”

    Drake nodded deeply in acknowledgment, then stood. “If you will excuse me, I should inform Adept Caral that I’ll be joining his gestalt. Perhaps you could provide me with an escort?”

    The general grinned and snapped his fingers. One of the young officers at the tent flap immediately entered and snapped to attention. “This is Lieutenant Walter Curtis. Lieutenant, please escort Adept Drake to the Magi’s camp and have a tent erected for him. He is joining us, and placing himself at the disposal of Adept Caral. Have the Quartermasters provide him with whatever he needs, but get him uniform robes first. I’m assigning you to be his orderly until he becomes accustomed to the army way. Dismissed.”

    The lieutenant snapped a salute to his general, then bowed to Drake. “Adept Drake, this way please.” He gestured toward the tent flap and Drake led the way. Outside, he guided Drake to the Magi’s area of the camp and reported to Adept Caral. 

    Adept Caral nodded when Drake and the lieutenant entered his tent. “So, he talked you into staying, did he? Welcome aboard, Drake.” He smiled as the lieutenant frowned. “We don’t quibble about titles here, much to our army brethren’s discomfort. The only time you need to be formal is in the field, or at an official function. Lieutenant,” he waited until the lieutenant was looking directly at him, “what are the general’s orders?”

    “Adept Drake has placed himself at your disposal, Adept Caral. He is to have a tent and whatever else he wishes,” the lieutenant answered. He glanced at Drake before continuing in a tone that was tight with stress. “I am to be his orderly.”

    The old Adept nodded, his lips twitching as he tried not to smile. “Very well. Excuse us, please. I have a number of things to discuss with Adept Drake that don’t concern you. Please have his tent set up between Adept Tyrone and Adept Langston. I’m sure he would prefer being next to Adept Mellody, but there’s a certain amount of decorum that we must maintain.” Once the lieutenant had departed, he laughed. “Poor boy. He’s young for his rank, and he’s never understood that we’re not Regular Army. We don’t do things the ‘Army Way,’ which drives him to distraction.” Adept Caral raised a finger to catch Drake’s attention. “Don’t let him bully you, Drake. He’ll try, but you don’t answer to him or any of the other officers, except the general. You answer to me for the most part, but have a certain amount of autonomy.”

    Drake nodded. “And decorum?”

    The elderly Adept raised an eyebrow at him. “Mellody and the other women have their own area of the camp. Men, even the general and myself, must have their permission to pass the sentries.” Caral grinned at Drake. “Keeps them unmolested. You see, unlike some kingdoms up north, women aren’t part of our army. The only women you’ll find around here other than the Magi are camp followers.” Caral paused as Drake adjusted to that pronouncement. “As far as duties go, we all contribute to the defense of the camp. There is a set spell forming a protective umbrella, and we all contribute a portion of our time and energy to its maintenance. Here is the key.” Caral held up his hand and a blue glyph appeared.

    Drake quickly discerned the pattern and added his own unique power to the shield. A ripple of energy flowed out to the edges of the camp and back, like the ripples in a pond from a thrown rock. 

    Caral nodded as if he was once again impressed by the sheer power that Drake commanded. That done, Caral turned away, speaking over his shoulder as he left the tent. “I should formally introduce you to the others. There are thirty-seven Magi here, but only ten Adepts. Eleven including you. They should be at high tea right now.”

    Drake was confused by the reference to “high tea” but let it pass. Caral led him to a large tent located just a few yards away, and into the middle of a formal party. High tea, it turned out, did not have much to do with tea, though that beverage was present. Beer, ale, wine, and spirits were more common, and Drake immediately picked up a mug of ale. The Magi were all present, and there was a slightly festive atmosphere. All of the Magi were sitting or lounging about, sipping at their drinks and nibbling on cookies or cakes as they spoke. Mellody saw him and hurried over to his side. 

    “Did you decide to join us after all?” she asked, smiling prettily at him. 

    Drake nodded and returned the smile. “Yes, for a time at least.”

    “I’m glad. It’ll be nice to have a young Adept here after being surrounded by all these old fossils.” She grinned at Caral, who managed a look of dignified offence, even though his lips twitched into a grin. “I’ve been the baby here for too long.”

    Another elderly male Adept stepped forward and slapped her backside. “That’s what you get for being so incredible, Mel.”

    Mellody swatted playfully at his hand, then smiled at Drake. “Adept Drake, may I present my master, Adept Tyrone Firestone. Old Fossil, this is Adept Drake Standralson.”

    Tyrone laughed at her and said, “Saucy wench,” then turned his attention to Drake. “Adept Drake, you’re quite a surprise. I would’ve bet that Mellody was the most powerful Adept of her generation. She surpassed me quickly enough.”

    Drake nodded and laughed. “She is quite good. I could feel her power as soon as I saw her.”

    The party had come to a standstill as Caral introduced Drake to the other Adepts. All the other Adepts were well into their fifties or beyond. A surprise were the two other female Adepts, Petunia Deniz and Darcie Hamilton. Both women were gray-haired and wrinkled, with fierce eyes as they surveyed him critically. 

    Darcie looked him up and down, bowed her head minimally, then turned away. 

    Petunia took a longer, more appreciative look, then shook her head. “Damn, why couldn’t you have been around thirty years ago?” she asked. 

    Drake bowed formally to her, then grinned. “How do you know I wasn’t?”

    Her eyes widened, then her expression turned sly. “If you weren’t so damned cute, I’d take you down a peg or two.”

    Drake laughed as she walked away, then allowed Mellody to guide him over to where a number of younger Magi had gathered. 

    Jettie Atherton was there, and she almost choked on her beer when he joined their group. “Adept Drake, I didn’t expect to see you here,” she said nervously. 

    Mellody looked at her, then at Drake, then back to Jettie. “Drake is joining us, Jettie.”

    Jettie looked relieved. “I’m happy to hear that, Adept Drake. I don’t mind telling you that I almost wet myself when you said you were an Adept. I’m glad you didn’t take offense at my attacking you.” 

    Jettie’s comment got the others asking questions, and she had to tell the tale, much to her friend’s amusement. “...So he just cursed that fool Corporal Crockford. Every time he hears the word volunteer, he messes his pants.”

    Mellody and the other young Magi looked at Drake with gape-mouthed surprise. Then Mellody grasped his shoulder. “You have to take that curse off right away.”

    Drake looked at her, then shrugged. “It’s off.”

    “Damn, you are good. You didn’t even need to see him?” one of the other Journeymen asked, looking at Drake with wide eyes. 

    Drake smiled and shrugged one shoulder. “It would have worn off in a day or two anyway. I just have a long-standing dislike of being pushed around.”

    “Really?” one of the young women asked. “I never would have expected that from an Adept,” she said sarcastically, but her expression was sly and slightly predatory. 

    Drake relaxed and fell into the easy banter of the younger generation. He appeared to be in his early twenties, though he was far older, and his personality fit in nicely with these powerful, well controlled young Magi. 

    After about two hours, Caral called the assembly to order. “My friends, you have all met our newest comrade, Adept Drake. He will need some time and help to adjust to our unique circumstances here, and I count on all of you to aid him. You all saw his power today, so keep in mind that we want him to stay.” There was scattered laughter to that reminder, then Caral continued. 

    “For all his power, he is still a youngster. I’ll be relying on the elders to help him avoid problems with our military brethren. And to smooth over any stumbles that he might make. Drake, Lieutenant Curtis is waiting for you outside. Take tonight to settle your tent and belongings. Reveille is one hour before sunrise, so don’t stay up too late. Any of you.” He added, glaring at Mellody and the other youngsters. “I will see you all at supper.”

    Drake bowed and walked out to find Lieutenant Curtis waiting for him. “Adept Drake, this way please. I have brought your things from your horse, and she is stabled with the officer’s horses. You don’t have much in the way of baggage.”

    “No, I don’t. I can manufacture clothing as needed. Where did you put my coin?” he asked, looking to see the lieutenant’s face flush, though from anger or embarrassment he couldn’t tell.

    “It is on your table, Adept.” The lieutenant paused before continuing. “You carry a great deal of gold.”

    Drake nodded. “I hadn’t intended to spend much time working while I’m here. This was supposed to be a year or so of relaxation.”

    The lieutenant nodded as he led the way. “Her Majesty pays well, Adept Drake. Still, you’re carrying nearly a month’s pay for the entire army.”

    Drake nodded. “I don’t suppose I’m going to need very much of it here. What furnishings were you able to acquire?” Drake asked, looking the lieutenant in the eye. 

    “General camp issue, I am afraid. Cot, pillow, three blankets, two rugs, a short table and three cushions.” His face took on a sour twist. “I’m afraid your coin might be needed sooner than you think. There’s a black market in supplies. If you require more, you’ll have to purchase it.”

    “Or make it myself,” Drake said softly, making the lieutenant study him intently. They reached the tent and Lieutenant Curtis held the flap aside for Drake to enter. The tent was an almost exact duplicate of Mellody’s, and he nodded to himself. “This will do nicely.” He waved his hand and exerted his power, and the three cushions became ten. He murmured another spell and more rugs appeared, covering the entire floor from wall to wall. The canvas drape between the two portions of the tent shimmered and became a fine golden curtain, bunched and pleated in the fashion of the Darendian Empire. 

    Turning to Lieutenant Curtis, he asked, “Where will you be staying, Lieutenant? Here, or in your own quarters?”

    “Here, Adept Drake. I had intended to use the cushions,” he answered timidly. He’d been around the Magi for years, and even had a liaison or two with the younger women, but none of them had ever done anything of this magnitude. 

    Drake nodded and gestured again, re-dividing the rear of the tent into two compartments. “You can have the left side. I really don’t require much personal space. You can also have that army cot. I prefer a slightly softer bed.” Drake walked back and swept the curtain aside to display the bed that he had made for himself. The lieutenant was shaking his head expressively, but kept his thoughts to himself. 

    Drake grinned, then changed the subject. “When I first met Adept Mellody, she told me that she was the Chief Adept of the Army, yet she defers to Adept Caral. Would you please explain that so I don’t make a fool of myself?”

    Lieutenant Curtis took a deep breath and held it, considering his words carefully. “Well, Adept Drake, she is the Chief Adept. The trouble is that Adept Caral and the general have been friends for years. Decades. Adept Mellody has abdicated her position to give the general an Adept that he can more easily relate to. Adept Mellody is just too young for the general to feel comfortable with.”

    Drake nodded. “Adept Mellody is also a girl. So when does she get to be the Chief Adept?”

    “In Mount Royal, or when the queen comes out here. The rest of the time she just lets Adept Caral do it.” Lieutenant Curtis was beginning to relax a little and gestured to the table. “Do you wish to eat here, or with the rest of the Magi?”

    “With the rest. I think I should spend as much time with my fellows as possible,” Drake replied, nodding slightly.

    “Very well. We have several hours to wait. Is there anything you need me to do for you?”

    Drake thought for a moment, then shook his head. “No, not really. Is there something else that you need to be doing?”

    The lieutenant nodded. “There are several errands that I put off to see to your needs. I have been assigned to see to you, but I still have my regular duties as well.”

    Drake nodded. “Very well, Lieutenant. I’ll be fine alone here. I have no desire to go anywhere tonight except to supper. I’ll just listen for the others and join them.”

    Lieutenant Curtis nodded and departed, leaving Drake alone to contemplate his fortunes. I really don’t want to stay, and wouldn’t if I hadn’t met Mellody. Her beauty and power attract me in an odd way. Maybe she is the one. He busied himself in the tent, making little things to decorate the sparse interior until there was a noise at the tent flap. A quick mental scan revealed it to be Mellody, and he smiled as he spoke. 

    “Come in, please, Mellody.”

    Mellody pushed through the tent flap, smiling. “This is nice. I felt you making things, but I didn’t expect this much. Come along, it’s supper time. Where’s the spy?”

    Drake’s eyebrows drew together. “The spy? You mean Lieutenant Curtis? General Preston assigned him as my orderly until I get used to the army.” 

    “Lieutenants in the Royal Intelligence Service don’t act as orderlies for anyone. He’s here to spy on you, to see why you’re really here.” Mellody fixed him with a stern glare that made him laugh. 

    “I’m really here because I met a beautiful young woman who is also an incredibly powerful Adept, in spite of her tender years,” Drake said softly, making her blush. 

    “Drake, please. Tyrone says I’m vain enough.” She laughed as she shook her head. “Come along. The cooks are supposed to have made something special for tonight.”

    Drake laughed as well, then allowed her to lead him to the Mess Tent. There was a long line of soldiers waiting to be served, but she led him past. Men of all ages greeted her, some joking with her in a manner that indicated long-standing friendships. 

    They made their way to a roped off area to the side and joined the other Magi. Mellody seated Drake between herself and a Master named Gavin Blair. 

    Gavin nodded courteously as they seated themselves. “Welcome, Adept Drake.”

    “Thank you, Master Gavin,” Drake said as he returned the nod. Gavin was a middle-aged man with thick salt and pepper hair, and surprisingly dark brown eyes.

    Mellody smiled and nodded as well. “Gavin, do you know what’s for supper? I heard it’s supposed to be something special.”

    “Oh, yes, special indeed. It’s in honor of Adept Drake and his performance today, but I won’t tell you what it is.” His grin turned nasty for a second, then deepened. “You’re just going to have to wait.” 

    Mellody glared at him, but all he did was laugh harder. Her wait was a short one. A commotion at the end of the tent caught their attention as four men in immaculate white uniforms guided a silver serving cart toward them. All conversation in the tent stopped as the men made their way to the Magi’s table and stopped beside Drake. The leader bowed very deeply to Drake, but didn’t say anything. Another commotion drew everyone’s attention back to the end of the tent as an officer shouted, “Attention!” Everyone in the tent snapped to their feet, Magi included, and Drake followed suit. 

    A voice shouted, “As you were,” and everyone seated themselves to reveal the general and his aides standing on a low dais at the end of the tent. 

    General Preston smiled as he looked about the room. “Many of you have heard rumors of this already, and I am here to confirm them. After the demonstration of Adept Drake’s power today, General Boatwright sent a message stating that he and his command are withdrawing.” The general paused as spontaneous shouts and cheers erupted throughout the tent. He allowed them to continue for a moment, then raised his hand to quiet the men down again. “It is in honor of Adept Drake that I have ordered tonight’s feast. Gentlemen, you may begin,” he said, nodding to the servers. 

    One of the servers stepped forward and removed the high domed silver cover from the cart to reveal a whole roasted pig. Its skin was golden brown and glistening with a honey glaze, and an apple was stuffed in its mouth. It was lying on a bed of fruit and berries, and the steam that wafted off it immediately made Drake’s mouth begin to water. The lead server, an elderly man with snow white hair and an irrepressible smile, stepped forward and carved a shoulder portion and presented it to Drake with a flourish. “Adept Drake, we honor you.”

    Drake smiled and stood to bow to the server, then to the general and the rest of the tent. He said, “I thank you all for this honor,” in a loud voice that carried to the ends of the tent.

    Other trays were being brought out now, and Drake soon found his plate piled high with mashed potatoes, gravy, fruit compote that had been baked inside the pig, a vegetable medley, and bread pudding. Wine and beer flowed freely as well, and the tent rang with the voices of hundreds of happy soldiers. The Magi were no exception to the rule as they ate, and laughing thanks were directed at Drake from all quarters. The meal continued for quite some time before the brittle sound of a wine glass being tapped with a fork silenced the soldiers again. 

    General Preston was again standing at the edge of the dais, waiting for the room to quiet before speaking. “Tomorrow we will begin making our own preparations to depart. The bulk of the army will be dismissed to return home, but we will have to maintain a holding force to ensure that the Bresardians leave our territory. The First, Third, and Fifth Infantry Brigades, along with the Seventh Cavalry, the Magi, and the Second Support Battalion, will escort the Bresardians to the border. All other commands will be marching back to Mount Royal for dispersal.” The general paused to let his announcement sink in for a moment, then continued.

    “I will remind everyone that this war is not officially over yet. King Malcom has not surrendered, nor has General Boatwright. You are all subject to recall should they decide to try us again. All commands except the holding force are to begin packing for departure. Dispersal will begin in three days.”

    The meal concluded on that note and Mellody led Drake back to his tent. Lieutenant Curtis was already there to meet them. “Adept Drake, I am honored to have been of service to you, but I am not among those who have been assigned to the holding force. I will arrange for a suitable replacement, and introduce him within the hour.”

    Drake nodded. “Very well, Lieutenant. Thank you for your assistance.” 

    The lieutenant came to attention, then nodded and turned away, leaving Drake alone with Mellody. Mellody gave Drake a knowing look and nodded. “I’ll bet he finds some very young second lieutenant to be your orderly, Drake. Whatever his purpose here was, you’ve satisfied the general and he has more important things to do.”

    “Probably,” Drake agreed with a laugh. “How much longer do you think we’ll be here?”

    Mellody considered his question for a moment, then shrugged. “Not long. It depends on General Boatwright and his people. We’ll probably follow a day behind them until they cross the border with...”

    “Wait a moment. I thought Bresardia was an island kingdom?” Drake interjected, earning himself a frown from Mellody.

    “They are, but they also have holdings here on the continent. As I was about to say, we will follow them until they cross the border with their continental province. Then the general will probably just reinforce the border garrisons and leave it at that.”

    “Oh. Very well. Should we pack, or do we leave that to the army?” he asked, watching her closely.

    “We see to our personal and Magical gear, but the tents and everything else the army handlers see to. Just don’t let them handle anything valuable or delicate. I’ve seen those brutes throw full trunks on to or off of wagons without anyone there to catch them.” Mellody frowned as Drake chuckled. 

    “Very well. Once my keeper arrives, I’ll begin seeing to my things. I really have very little in the way of belongings,” Drake replied, looking about. “Just me and the horse.”

    “And the things you made,” Mellody reminded him. “Those are uniquely yours, Drake, and don’t let anyone tell you differently.”

    They were interrupted by the return of Lieutenant Curtis with a fuzzy cheeked young man. “Adept Drake, this is Lieutenant Markus Ryerson. Mark, this is Adept Drake Standralson of the Darendian Empire. He is a stranger to army life, and will need a little help with etiquette and decorum. I don’t think you’ll find this to be too onerous an assignment.”

    The young lieutenant snapped to attention, then bowed his head to Drake. “Adept Drake, I am pleased to meet you.”

    “I am pleased to make your acquaintance as well, Lieutenant Ryerson,” Drake replied, bowing to cover his amusement. The boy didn’t look to be more than fifteen. 

    Mellody didn’t refrain from laughing. “Mark, Drake shouldn’t be any trouble for you. Just remember that he’s a stranger.”

    “All right, Mel, if you say so,” the lieutenant replied, smiling shyly at Mellody. 

    Lieutenant Curtis retrieved his things from the back of the tent, and showed Markus where he would be sleeping. The boy was wide-eyed with wonder when he saw that. “This will be the first time since I had joined the army that I won’t be crammed into a tent with three other junior officers.” He smiled at Drake and Mellody as he hefted his belongings. His personal items were in a small satchel that he was holding in one hand, and he smiled again as he turned back to bow to Drake. 

    “I think I’m going to enjoy serving you, Adept Drake.”

    Drake and Mellody laughed at the broad smile on his face. Mellody said her goodnights then and departed, leaving Drake and Markus alone. “Well, Lieutenant, I need a bath. It’s been several days since I’ve been able to find a good inn.”

    The lieutenant nodded and bowed. “This way, Adept Drake. The Magi use the officers’ bathing tent.” The lieutenant led the way out and Drake followed closely behind, using a flicker of power to gather up his kit and towel. The lieutenant led him to a surprisingly large tent, and he found ten large wooden tubs arranged around a central water heater. “The tubs are filled early in the evening, Adept Drake. There’s not enough water to freshen them for everyone, so it is best to arrive early. Do you require any assistance?”

    “No, I’ve been bathing myself for a long time,” Drake replied, disrobing as he spoke. “See to your own needs, Lieutenant. I’ll be fine.”

    The lieutenant nodded and chose a tub off to the other side of the tent. Drake smiled and shook his head at the boy’s shyness, but didn’t say anything. He could remember all too well what it had been like for him at that age. The water in the tub was tepid, and he used a flicker of power to heat it to what he considered a comfortable temperature. They were not alone in the tent for long. 

    Three junior officers entered, laughing and joking, until they saw Markus. “Hey, what are you doing here so early, squirt?” one of them asked, walking over to where Lieutenant Ryerson was bathing. “You aren’t scheduled until late shift.” 

    Lieutenant Ryerson was looking slightly frightened as the three older men confronted him, and he began to stammer a reply when Drake came to his rescue. “He is here because of me, gentlemen. Is there a problem?”

    One of the men, a dark-haired man of about twenty, turned to look at Drake. “He’s out of turn, and so are you. This is our shift in the bathing tent,” the man snarled as he walked over toward Drake. “Just who are you, anyway?”

    Drake stood and stepped out of the tub, smiling. “Adept Drake.” The three men stopped dead in their tracks, their eyes widening in alarm. “I wasn’t aware that there was any particular order to the use of the baths.”

    “Ah, Adept Drake, we didn’t know it was you. The Magi have free access, of course, but the officers have scheduled times,” the leader of the group said, nervously swallowing and stepping back to be closer to his compatriots. 

    Drake nodded. “Very well. However, Lieutenant Ryerson has been assigned as my orderly, and I find it inconvenient to have him coming and going while I am trying to rest.” Bright golden light shrouded him for a moment, and when it faded Drake was fully clothed in what appeared to be Army robes like the other Adepts wore. “That will be all, gentlemen.” Drake waved a hand in dismissal, and the men quickly retreated to the other side of the tent, never taking their eyes off him. Lieutenant Ryerson had gotten out of his bath while Drake was distracting the others and was waiting by the tent flap as Drake walked up. “Let’s go, Lieutenant.”

    Markus was quiet as they walked back to the tent, but he kept glancing at Drake. Once they were alone, he cleared his throat and got Drake’s attention. “I’m sorry about that, Adept Drake.”

    Drake chuckled. “Don’t let it concern you, Lieutenant. I have a long-standing dislike of bullies. Those three have got a lot to learn about life in the real world. If that had been an inn, I would have tied them up and hung them from the ceiling.”

    “But, they are senior...”

    “They are nothings,” Drake interrupted, grinning at the lieutenant. “Their rank is only important here. And not very important at that. It is a sad fact of human nature that the less important someone really is, the more important they try to appear.”

    “Those were senior lieutenants, Adept Drake. They may not mean much to you, but I have to work for them,” Markus replied, watching Drake carefully. 

    Drake just laughed and went to bed. “Not while you’re working for me, Lieutenant.”


    Chapter 4

    REVEILLE ARRIVED ONE HOUR BEFORE SUNRISE as Adept Caral had warned, and the loud, unusual sound of the bugle call had Drake standing in the center of the tent, blazing like a small sun as he braced for an attack. 

    Lieutenant Ryerson peeked out from behind the curtain, his wide eyes betraying his fear of Drake’s reaction. “I take it you’ve never been woken up by a bugle before, Adept Drake.”

    Drake turned wide eyes on the lieutenant and restrained his power. “Damn right! I’ve never had such a rude awakening in my life.”

    The lieutenant stood and joined Drake in the main part of the tent. “What can I lay out for you, Adept Drake?”

    Drake shrugged. “Nothing. I don’t carry much in the way of baggage.” He threw a halo of power around himself for a moment, then reappeared dressed in robes that matched those of the other Adepts. He did, however, add a layer of clothing under the robe for warmth. The air in the tent had a distinct bite to it so early in the morning. 

    The lieutenant ducked back behind the curtain and emerged moments later dressed in his uniform. He was brushing at the wrinkles, trying to get his clothes more presentable, when Drake flicked a finger. The wrinkles disappeared as the fabric pressed itself while the lieutenant stood wide-eyed in surprise. 

    “I’m hungry, Lieutenant. How long do we have to wait for morning meal?”

    Lieutenant Ryerson looked at him in surprise. “It’s ready now, Adept Drake. This way, please.” He led the way back to the mess tent. 

    Breakfast, it turned out, was a very informal meal. Drake joined Lieutenant Ryerson and Master Jamie Barkan in the serving line. Jamie was one of the younger Masters, and he greeted Drake with a smile as they walked up. 

    “Well, Drake, what do you think of army life so far?”

    Drake laughed. “It’s full of surprises, Jamie. Is every morning like this?”

    “Most. Sometimes things get exciting, but mostly it’s just the same old routine.”

    Lieutenant Ryerson was watching them both closely as they spoke, not daring to say anything without being asked. Jamie saw his expression and looked him in the eye. “Yes, Mark? You had something to add?”

    Markus bit his lips then glanced at Drake. “Adept Drake found the bugle call to be quite a surprise.”

    Jamie laughed and looked at Drake. “Scared you stiff, didn’t it?”

    “I was ready to blast something,” Drake laughed, grinning at Markus. “The lieutenant was a bit surprised by my display.”

    Jamie grinned at Markus. “Don’t worry, Mark. Magi don’t get to be Adepts without being in complete control. He won’t hurt you by accident.” Markus ducked his head to hide some of his embarrassment as the men around him laughed. The line continued, and Drake joined the other Magi while Markus went over to sit with the officers. 

    Jamie waited until they were seated before talking to Drake again. “He’s a good kid, just young.”

    “Yes, I noticed. Having him here is something of a surprise. I didn’t know that any armies accepted officers that young.”

    Jamie nodded. “They normally don’t, but Mark and a few others are special cases. His father is a major with the Seventh Cavalry. His mother died when he was twelve, leaving just him and his dad. The king and the general granted special dispensation for him to join the Second Support Battalion, since they follow the Seventh Cavalry. He has the rank to keep him unmolested, but there’s little authority associated with it.”

    Drake nodded, filing the information away. “He seems to know just about everyone here.”

    “Oh, yes. Mark and the others like him serve in a lot of different capacities, but mostly in Supply and here in the Mess. They’re the ones who see to seating arrangements, special occasions, that sort of thing.” Jamie grinned before he continued. “We’ve all gotten to know them quite well over the years.”

    “He seems to know Mellody quite well,” Drake observed, earning him a piercing look from Jamie. 

    “Big sister complex. She’s adopted all of the youngsters,” Jamie supplied, watching Drake closely. “And they have adopted her. If her own power weren’t enough to keep anyone from bothering her, there are fifteen young, eager, and well-trained fighters who would be quite happy to defend her honor.”

    Drake chuckled. “I’ll keep that in mind. Anyone else I should be careful of?”

    “All males between the ages of eight and eighty,” Jamie said seriously, then laughed. “You’ve seen her, seen the way she affects men. One pouting lip from Mel and the man who made her pout is going to regret ever having been born.”

    Drake grinned, then turned the subject to the plans for the future. “What will happen when the Bresardians have gone home?”

    “We’ll disperse. Everyone will go home, except the regular army troops. We, the Magi, will be allowed to return to our civilian employment or businesses. You, on the other hand,” he paused to grin, “will most likely be persuaded to go to Mount Royal and meet the queen. That’ll be Mellody’s idea. If I were you, I’d simply let her have her way. You will in the end, want to or not. Mellody can be very persuasive.” He said the last with rolling eyes and a skyward look that spoke eloquently of having encountered Mellody’s persuasiveness first hand.

    * * *

    The army spent five days waiting for the Bresardians to leave. General Preston kept all of his commands with him until the Bresardian army had actually departed. Then the force split, with the bulk of the men heading home while the general led his holding force a day’s march behind General Boatwright. 

    The march was uneventful for the most part. There were a few small incidents where Bresardian stragglers were encouraged to catch up with their main force, but nothing serious. On the tenth day they stopped to set up camp, and Drake looked at the sky with some trepidation. 

    There was a storm brewing, and they were setting up a minimal camp, as they had every night: Without tents. Before supper the rain began, and Drake demonstrated his power once again. A canopy formed over the entire force, sheeting the water to the edges. 

    Drake made the canopy large enough to cover the camp followers as well as the soldiers. He had been surprised by the presence of the camp followers until Adept Caral had explained that many of them were actually the families of the lower ranking soldiers, and even some of the junior officers. There were the expected prostitutes, as well as the purveyors of questionable products, but it was the families that Drake was thinking of.

    Adept Caral walked over to where Drake and Markus were setting up their beds. “Nice work, Drake. The cooks want to know if you can funnel some of that water their way. Save having someone run out into the storm to fill the water barrels.”

    Drake nodded, and Markus led him to where the cooks were setting up. Once there, he shaped the shield to form a deep depression over the cooks. He directed that the water barrels be brought over, and filled each as it was presented. When the army barrels were seen to, he walked down to where the camp followers were set up and filled their barrels as well. Then he returned the shield to its original shape to divert the water away. He returned to his bed to find Mellody sitting on it. 

    “Nice,” she commented, looking skyward. 

    Drake nodded deeply in acknowledgment. “I hate sleeping wet.”

    Mellody laughed at that. “Don’t we all? This storm shouldn’t last past sunrise. General Preston will be dismissing everyone in the next day or two. We, the Magi I mean, will be the last to go. Are you still planning on traveling on? I would like to take you to Mount Royal and introduce you to Rochelle.”

    “Don’t you mean Queen Rochelle?” Drake asked, looking at her with a lopsided grin. 

    “I do, but I get away with being outrageous and just calling her by her given name.” Mellody grinned as she spoke. “Roe and I go way back.”

    “All the way back to diapers,” Caral commented, drawing her glare. “Drake, Mel and the queen were born in the same month. Her mother was Queen Leda’s matron. Among other things. Mel and the queen were raised almost like sisters.”

    Drake looked at Mellody, grinned, and said, “I was warned to let you have your way.” Then he had to laugh at her expression when she looked at Caral. “No, not by Caral. By everyone. You have quite a reputation.”

    “Oh really?” she asked in a dangerously soft voice, but then she smiled. “Well, at least you agreed without arguing.”

    * * *

    The army dispersed after two additional days of waiting for the Bresardian Army to return to their soil. Mellody, Caral, Drake, and Jettie accompanied General Preston and the core of the army back to Mount Royal, passing through the countryside as the people waved and cheered. The trip took five weeks at the pace of the foot troops, and Drake enjoyed the trip as he became more familiar with his hosts. His relationship with Mellody was maturing, and he was taking his time with her. The idea of spending several decades with her was becoming more appealing by the day, and he didn’t want to risk offending her by being too forward. 


    Chapter 5

    MOUNT ROYAL, THE CAPITAL CITY OF Vernardia, was a very large city that crowned a small mountain. Drake estimated the population at between three and four hundred thousand. The city was built in rings, six in all, and Drake guessed that the rings denoted the old city walls that had expanded as the city had grown down the mountain. Now the city was expanding out into the surrounding plain. 

    The army personnel split off while Drake joined Mellody and a few others on the trip up to the palace of Queen Rochelle. The palace guards passed them through the great gates without question. Grooms arrived at their sides as soon as they entered the palace courtyard, and Mellody was greeted over and over again. Drake stood back and smiled as she was hugged by everyone who was near, and almost laughed as people streamed out of the palace to join the throng. 

    A young man took Drake’s horse after he’d had his turn welcoming Mellody home, and directed Drake up the stairs to where a distinguished-looking older man was waiting. 

    “Adept Drake?” he asked, bowing slightly. At Drake’s nod, he smiled. “I am Kenton Broom, valet to our late King Bevan. Her Majesty has asked me to see to your comfort.”

    Drake nodded in return. “I am pleased to meet you, Master Kenton. I have little in the way of baggage, so we may proceed if you are ready.”

    If Kenton was surprised by Drake’s familiarity with palace protocol, he covered it well. “This way, if you please. A suitable suite has been set aside for your use. Is there anything you require?”

    Drake smiled and nodded. “A few things, but nothing more pressing than a nice hot bath. Traveling with the army has been a new experience for me.”

    Kenton nodded but didn’t say anything more. He led Drake to a well-appointed, six-room suite in the palace’s east wing, where the minor nobility were accommodated. Drake looked around and decided it was about the size of his parents’ house back in Chanders. The suite’s bathing chamber was just slightly larger than a closet, but the tub was deep, the water was hot, and the soap was plentiful. Kenton stayed, serving in his function as Drake’s valet. 

    “Is there anything that I can lay out for you, or have cleaned, Adept Drake?” he asked as Drake stripped.

    “No, thank you, Master Kenton. As I said, I have little in the way of baggage. I’ll simply make something suitable when I’m clean,” Drake replied as he submerged to wet his hair, then began giving himself a vigorous scrub.

    * * *

    Queen Rochelle was waiting for Mellody in her suite when she finally managed to make it upstairs. “Melly! It’s so good to see you again. Did you bring him?” she asked as she rushed over to hug her.

    Mellody laughed and hugged her friend. “Yes, Roe, I brought him. He drifted off with Kenton while I was being mobbed. I need a bath.”

    “You sure do!” the queen agreed. “Your hair’s a mess.” She followed Mellody into the bathing chamber and stood aside as Mellody’s servants helped undress her. “It must’ve been terrible out there without servants.”

    “No, not too bad, Roe. We all just wore the army’s robes, and they aren’t hard to get in and out of,” Mellody said as she let the servants strip her to the skin. “The worst part was bathing in those army tubs. All they really are is large barrels that have been cut in half.” She sighed as she sank into the steaming hot water. “Ah, this is what I’ve missed the most. There was never enough hot water out there.”

    “So, tell the tale. What’s he like?” Queen Rochelle asked with a wide smile and glittering eyes, and Mellody grinned in return. 

    “He is polite, restrained, unimaginably powerful, and infuriatingly dense,” Mellody said with a frown. “I’ve tried everything short of just coming out and inviting him to hop into bed with me.”

    Queen Rochelle burst out laughing, holding her sides as she rocked back and forth. “Oh, poor Melly. Are you losing your touch?”

    “Not with anyone else,” Mellody answered with a frown. “It’s as if he just doesn’t understand.”

    The queen stood to pace the floor. “You know, he might not,” she said, tapping her lips with one finger. “He’s from the Darendian Empire, and I’ve heard they have some strange customs up there. Maybe he’s been put off by you being so forward.”

    “Oh, you don’t think..?” Mellody began, but Rochelle began laughing again. 

    “No, Melly, I don’t. I’ve seen how men react to you. If we weren’t so close, I’d be jealous,” the queen answered. “It would take a lot for you to drive a man that far away. He may just be taking his time getting to know you. After all, up in his empire they take personal relationships very seriously. He may even think he has to marry you first.”

    Mellody looked at her friend as if she were a madwoman. “Marry me first? Before we know how we are together? That sounds strange.”

    “No stranger than betrothing a girl to a man she’s never even met,” the queen pointed out with a sour grimace. “We do that all the time.”

    Mellody nodded. “Well, if I’d been betrothed to Drake, I don’t think I would’ve minded. He’s handsome, Roe. And well mannered.”

    Rochelle grinned and winked. “That’s a good thing, isn’t it?”

    The two friends continued to talk as Mellody got dressed. Rochelle asked for more details about Drake, and Mellody filled her in on everything she had learned. Lieutenant Curtis may have been General Preston’s spy on Drake, but Lieutenant Ryerson was Mellody’s. 

    * * *

    Drake was dressed in fine golden cloth, as was his preference, having been coached by a wide-eyed Kenton as to the fashions that were appropriate for the court. He met Mellody in an antechamber of the courtroom and smiled broadly at the change in her. Where Adept Mellody in the army camp had been a sweet young woman, Lady Mellody in the court was obviously a sophisticated courtier who could mix with the highest of the aristocracy. 

    Drake bowed deeply as she arrived. “Lady Mellody, you are stunning.”

    Mellody smiled and blushed a little. “You look wonderful, Drake. Where did you get those clothes?”

    “Made ‘em,” Drake replied with a grin. “Kenton directed the style, I picked the colors.” 

    Mellody’s eyes widened, but so did her grin. “I can’t wait until some of these stuffy old lords and ladies get a look at you. Rochelle told me that they’re expecting some provincial bumpkin in homespun.”

    Drake laughed at that. If they only knew. “Well, I shall be quite happy to surprise them. Even by the standards of the empire, I’m not considered to be a bumpkin.”

    A herald cut their banter short. The white-haired old man stepped through the door and bowed formally to Mellody. “Lady Mellody, the queen summons you.” 

    Mellody followed him into the room, and Drake could hear her being announced. Kenton stepped forward to examine Drake once again, and quizzed him on what he was expected to do. That, he had explained, was another of his functions: Ensuring that Drake was thoroughly conversant with court etiquette, so he would make a good showing in front of the peerage. After a short time, Drake was summoned. 

    The courtroom was impressive, even to someone as widely traveled as Drake. Fully fifty paces long, and twenty wide, the room had high buttressed ceilings with intricately carved beams, and ornate frescoes decorated the open spaces. There was a gallery on each side, and a balcony as well, where the assembled nobles of the court could gaze down upon any who entered. 

    The herald stopped at the edge of a carpet that ran the length of the room. His staff banged on a wooden block that had been placed for the purpose, and he announced Drake in a surprisingly soft voice that carried to the farthest corner of the room. 

    “My Lady Queen, I am privileged to announce Adept Mage Drake Standralson of the Darendian Empire.” 

    The queen raised her hand minimally and Drake was escorted the length of the room. A white velvet pillow had been placed on the floor, and he went to his left knee, bowing his head. 

    “Your Majesty has summoned me?” he asked, following the formal greeting as Kenton had instructed him.

    The queen stood to address Drake, a move that sent a ripple of outrage through the court. “We have, Adept Drake. It has been brought to our attention that you have been of great service to us, and we thank you.”

    “It has been my pleasure and honor, Your Majesty,” Drake replied. 

    The queen smiled, both at Drake’s easy handling of the formal greeting, and at what she had planned next. “Adept Drake, it is our understanding that you are a stranger to our fair land, and we wish to extend to you our personal greeting. You will be our guest tonight, and join us at the high table for supper.”

    Gasps of outrage whistled through the courtroom as offended nobles reacted to the queen inviting an outland barbarian to dine with her. Drake’s reply of, “I would be most honored,” was almost drowned out.

    The queen looked up and addressed the court, her voice rising above the outraged comments of her nobles. “My Lords and Ladies, you have all heard the stories of Adept Drake’s routing of the Bresardian army. The least we can offer one who has been of such great service to us is our courtesy.” Her voice and eyes had a hint of steel in them as she surveyed her court. All up and down the room men and women recovered themselves as the queen’s words penetrated their outrage. Being accused of discourtesy by the queen was an offense that none of them would risk. In the past, it had resulted in nobles being banished from court. 

    When the nobles had quieted, she continued. “A suitable reward must be considered as well. It is not often that anyone is of such outstanding service to us. Think well of what you would wish of us, and we shall consider it most carefully.”

    “I am grateful, Your Majesty,” Drake replied, not looking up at the queen as he spoke. He was considering another time, in another place, when he hadn’t thought out a wish. A mistake I still regret at times.

    The queen returned to her throne and surveyed the court. “My Lords and Ladies, I expect to see you all tonight.” Her smile was broad and a little smug as she dared any of the nobility to defy her. 

    The herald stepped forward and banged his staff on a wooden block again. “Court is dismissed, and Her Majesty thanks you all for attending.”

    The queen left the room and Mellody came down from her seat to take Drake by the arm. “You handled that quite well, Drake. Have you ever been a guest of royalty before?”

    “Yes, in Zamaria. I spent most of a year doing research in their archives, and King Zelin hosted me several times,” he answered, smiling down at her. “I must say, though, your queen is much prettier than he is.”

    Mellody burst into giggles, covering her mouth as she gazed at him with brimming eyes. She recovered herself after a moment, and led him out of the court. Kenton was waiting for him, but she held Drake’s arm possessively. 

    “I will keep Drake out of trouble, Master Kenton.” Kenton bowed deeply, then, when Drake wasn’t looking, grinned and winked. Mellody led Drake back to her chambers, and he found himself thoroughly impressed. 

    “Mellody, just how high in the peerage are you? Caral said your mother was a servant to Queen Leda.” He watched her closely, but she didn’t balk.

    “Mother was the queen’s matron, Drake, but she was born a lady. All the servants to the royal family are younger sons and daughters of the nobility. Father was the youngest of five children and was here as an assistant to the Lord of the Exchequer until the plague came. He lost his brothers and sisters and became Lord Carstairs, but he died shortly after that, before I was born. Mother and Queen Leda were close friends, so when father died she kept mother close to her, and Roe and I were both born in the royal nursery. King Bevan was father to both of us, and I’ve always been here. I inherited this suite so I could be close to the queen. Her bed chamber is on the other side of that wall, and there’s a door that only she and I have keys to.” She nodded to a tapestry on the wall behind her bed.

    Drake looked at her closely. “You’re telling me this for a reason.”

    Mellody pursed her lips as she studied him. “You have been around royalty before. Yes, I am telling you this for a reason. It’s about the queen. Not my friend Roe, but Queen Rochelle Feldman of Vernardia. As you might have noticed, she’s really quite young to be the monarch of a kingdom this large. She’s lacking in support from the upper nobility, and it’s been a battle for her to rule effectively. Too many of the peers think she should’ve gone ahead and married King Malcom and joined the kingdoms together.”

    Drake nodded. “I noticed. It was one of the things I questioned Lieutenant Curtis about. You allowed Caral to lead the Magi even though you were the Chief Adept of the Army. Lieutenant Curtis told me that you only acted as the Chief Adept when the queen was there, or when you were here in the capital.”

    Mellody nodded and studied the floor in front of her. “It was important that General Preston have a Mage he felt comfortable with. I’m too young...”

    “...And a girl,” the queen’s voice said from behind the tapestry. She stepped into the room and Drake immediately went to one knee. “Rise, Adept Drake. I’m pleased to see that you’ve already recognized our problem.”

    “I have, Your Majesty,” Drake replied with a bow. “If I may ask, how old are you two? I didn’t think to ask before.”

    Mellody and Rochelle exchange a glance, then the queen answered. “We are nineteen, Adept Drake. Melly is ten days older than I.”

    “Their biggest problem isn’t their ages,” a woman said as she entered the room through the hidden door. “It’s that they are women.”

    Kenton followed close behind her. “Adept Drake, I would like to present my wife, Hanna. She is the queen’s matron.”

    Mellody introduced the young woman who followed Kenton. “This is Lady Rosalie Andrus, Mistress Hanna’s apprentice.”

    The queen had walked over to a low table while the introductions were being made, and called Drake to her side. “Adept Drake, please join us.” She indicated a chair at her left hand. Mellody went to her right hand, and the others moved to seats as well. “Adept Drake, you see before you the true ruling council of Vernardia.”

    Drake bowed deeply. “I am honored. But why am I being included?”

    “Because we want you to stay, Drake,” Mellody said softly. “I want you to stay.”

    The queen sat and indicated that the rest should seat themselves as well. “Adept Drake, you are here because Mellody has come to trust you. I will ask you this one question before we begin: Do you have any reservations or social customs that would make it difficult for you to be ruled by a woman?”

    Drake thought for a moment, then grinned at the queen. “No more than I have with being ruled by anyone, Your Majesty. I told Mellody, and I am sure she told you, that I am very much a free spirit. As for social customs, I was born and raised in a small city in the north of the Darendian Empire. Our form of government is patriarchal, but it is an accepted fact that women rule their men more often than not.”

    “Up there, too?” Kenton asked, grinning at Drake. He received an elbow in the ribs from his wife for his comment, but laughed it off. 

    “Very well,” the queen said, grinning at her oldest friends. “Adept Drake, I am being pressured by the Council of Lords to find and marry a suitable man to place a king on the throne. I have resisted so far, mainly due to the crisis with Bresardia, but I don’t know how long some of them will be willing to wait now that the war is over.”

    “Forgive me, Your Majesty, but it’s not over,” Drake started to say, but the queen held up her hand to silence him.

    “It is as far as they are concerned. King Malcom will not invade us again so long as you are here. The feeling is that I should marry before you can leave again, ending any possibility that King Malcom might still become my husband.” The queen looked at Drake with a slightly sly expression. “You wouldn’t happen to be of noble blood, would you, Adept Drake?”

    “Roe!” Mellody snapped while the others in the room sat shocked silent.

    “You can’t blame me for asking?” Rochelle said as she laughed at the shock on Mellody’s face. 

    Drake grinned, but shook his head. “No, Your Majesty, I’m not. Father was a weaver, and mother was his master’s daughter.”

    “It was worth a try,” the queen said lightly. “So you see the position I’m in. I must find and marry a man who will be acceptable to the council. Or I must find an ally who is powerful enough that the council will not dare to anger him.”

    Mellody spoke next, glancing at the queen as she did. “Roe pledged that she would marry only one man, Drake. She did that at the mature age of eleven.” Mellody gave the queen a sour look, which made Rochelle laugh. “You met him while we were waiting for the Bresardians to leave. Lieutenant Saunder Stillwell.”

    Drake raised an eyebrow at that. Saunder Stillwell was one of the few officers that Drake had liked at first sight. He was not only a gentleman, but he was also a gentle man, with a well-known soft spot for children. He had been the liaison officer between the army and the camp followers. 

    Mistress Hanna was frowning at the queen as she continued the explanation. “There is an old law that says before a man may become king, he must first be a warrior. That has been interpreted as meaning that before someone may order others to risk their lives, he must have been ordered to do so himself. A term of five years with the army or navy is mandatory. Saunder still has over a year left before he will be eligible to take the throne.” Mistress Hanna gave the queen an exasperated look. “So she needs an ally who can hold off the nobles until Saunder comes home.”

    “If Your Majesty will forgive my impatience, but how does this involve me?” Drake asked, sliding his chair around so that he faced the queen squarely. 

    Mellody answered, drawing his attention once again. “For the queen to have such an ally, he would have to be a member of the peerage, of the Council of Lords. When she offered you suitable reward, we were hoping that you might ask for a title sufficiently high that you would have to be included.”

    Drake nodded. “I assume that such a title and position is available.”

    “It is,” the queen said softly. “There is an old family that doesn’t have any male heirs, and the only female heir is unmarried, in spite of the numerous attempts to coerce her into a betrothal. The lands are far out on the northern borders, and encompass fully one-sixteenth of the kingdom. Including the lands you were fighting in, and the Bresardian Border.”

    “I see, Your Majesty. Is there likely to be any trouble with cadet branches of the family taking offense and disputing the claim should I be awarded these lands?” Drake asked, and saw her flush slightly as he spoke. 

    “No, Adept Drake. There is only one living heir. She has taken her place in the Council of Ladies, but she needs a strong husband in the Council of Lords.” The queen looked over at Mellody and smiled softly.  “She is a ward of the Crown, and the Crown would never go against her wishes in this matter.”

    Drake was beginning to get suspicious. “Your Majesty, what are you proposing?”

    “Proposing. Yes, that would be the word, wouldn’t it?” The queen’s smile widened a little. “We are proposing a marriage, Adept Drake. An arranged marriage. A marriage of state. A marriage of alliance. There are many names for it. But what it comes down to is a marriage of power.” The queen looked at Mellody and nodded. 

    Mellody took a deep breath. “Drake, in the weeks we’ve been together I have come to like you a great deal. What we…what I am proposing, is just that. Will you consider marrying me? You needn’t be…I mean I won’t hold you to the vows you would make if you didn’t wish to be bound to them.” She looked away, as if afraid of what she might see in Drake’s eyes.

    Kenton spoke next, drawing Drake’s attention away from Mellody. “Adept Drake, I’ve visited your Empire in the past. Surely you are aware that there are marriages that are nothing more than business transactions.”

    Drake looked at Mellody, then at each of the members of the queen’s inner circle, ending with his eyes back on Mellody. Standing, he walked behind the chairs until he was at her side, then knelt. He reached up to stroke her cheek with one finger, and smiled at the spark of hope that appeared in her eyes. 

    “Yes, Mellody, I will marry you. But I will not accept a loveless marriage. I would very much like to wake up with you every morning for the next ninety-nine years.” He smiled and took her hand, then looked at the queen. Her impish grin was enough to make him chuckle. “What must I do, Your Majesty?”

    The queen simply smiled wider. “After supper, I will call you forward. All you need to do is ask for her hand in marriage. As her guardian, I shall grant it.” She grinned at Mellody. “Then we plan the wedding.”


    Chapter 6

    SUPPER WITH THE QUEEN WAS CONSIDERED an affair of state in and of itself. Kenton led Drake back to the suite that he had been assigned to prepare. “Adept Drake, now that we are alone I’d like to add my own thanks to those of the queen. Mellody deserves better than a marriage of convenience.”

    Drake nodded. “Indeed she does. I’m still somewhat shocked though. She would have accepted less.”

    “She is a Lady of the Court.” Kenton smiled sadly. “Probably half of her friends are in such marriages right now. That’s how many alliances are sealed.”

    “That’s not what I would want. Not for me, and not for Mellody.”

    Kenton nodded, then led him back to the bath. “It would be unforgivably provincial of you to arrive at supper in the same clothes you wore to court.”

    Drake grinned. “Oh, I wouldn’t want to be thought a provincial, now would I?” He laughed and threw a halo of light around himself. After a few breaths, he reappeared dressed in clothes that obviously impressed Kenton. He was, as was his preference, dressed in cloth of gold, but blue had been added as a striking highlight under his arms and on the collar of his shirt, and in stripes down the seams of his pants. The materials shimmered when he moved, throwing rippling shadows across his shoulders and chest. 

    “Would this do?” he asked with a grin. 

    “Oh, indeed. Indeed. I’ve never seen the likes of that cloth.” Kenton paused to survey him critically. “However, you need to…” Kenton proceeded to instruct Drake on modifying his clothes to match a more modern Vernardian fashion. This a bit wider, that not so wide. A bit longer here, a bit shorter there. Drake complied immediately with good humor. He had chosen the fashion to match some tailor-made clothes he’d owned back in the empire more than a hundred and sixty years in the past. 

    There was a knock at the outer chamber door and Kenton immediately went to answer it. “Yes?”

    “You are summoned—Master Kenton, what are you doing here?” a young man asked, dropping his formal demeanor. 

    “The queen asked me to see to Adept Drake, Elwin. We will depart for the dining hall immediately.”

    “Yes, Master Kenton,” the young man said, glancing beyond Kenton to catch a glimpse of the fabled Mage. Then he seemed to recover himself and bowed to Kenton before hurrying off. 

    Kenton chuckled as he turned back to Drake. “He’s a good boy. One of my many apprentices. When a position opens up, I’ll recommend him.” Kenton paused for a moment and gave Drake another long, appraising look. “If you will follow me, I’ll guide you to the dining hall.” 

    Drake immediately joined Kenton for the walk through the palace. It was a long walk, and Kenton provided an almost continuous monologue on the intricacies of palace etiquette. Drake listened attentively, nodding when it seemed appropriate. They finally arrived, and Kenton delivered him to a seat at the high table, reminding him not to sit or begin eating before the queen.  

    Queen Rochelle Feldman of Vernardia arrived just moments later, accompanied by Mellody and ten other young nobles. They filed around the table, and Drake found himself standing directly across from Mellody, a situation that he thoroughly approved of. Once the queen had been seated, servants came forward to seat the nobles. Drake smiled as an older man held his chair. He seemed nervous, and Drake wondered if he had sought his duty, or been assigned against his will. 

    Drake saw a young servant come to the queen’s side and bow, then take a seat at a low table immediately to her left. It took Drake a moment to realize that he was a food taster. He frowned deeply, but Mellody smiled. 

    “Don’t be alarmed, Drake,” she said in a low voice. “No poison can get past me. They actually vie for the opportunity to sit with us.”

    Drake’s frown turned into a wry grin as he nodded. At the queen’s gesture, the servers began. A small portion was served to the food taster, and the young man ate it quickly. After a few moments, the same server served the same dish, with the same utensils, to the queen. So it went, dish after dish, as the meal progressed. Wine was served in the same way, and Drake had to endure wine with his meal rather than beer or ale. 

    The meal itself took hours to complete. Drake counted thirty different dishes, and the food taster sampled each before it was served. Fortunately, Drake was allowed to skip some of them. The food taster wasn’t so lucky. Drake grinned as the boy started to look a little bloated toward the end. 

    The queen rose from her seat with the help of her servants, and everyone in the room rose with her. She smiled at Mellody and nodded, then stepped away from the table and took a position where she could be seen by the entire room. 

    “Adept Drake, attend us.”

    Drake immediately went to face her, going to one knee with his head bowed. “I am at your service, Your Majesty.”

    “Adept Drake, today in court we said we would consider any reward that you might ask for. Have you decided what you would wish of us?”

    Drake looked up at the queen and smiled. “I have, Your Majesty. I ask of you permission to take Lady Mellody Carstairs as my wife.”

    The queen’s lips didn’t curve, but there was a sparkle of mischief in her eyes as she replied, “We happily grant your request, Adept Drake.” The assembled nobles of the kingdom sat in shocked silence for a moment, then an angry young man strode forward. 

    “No! Your Majesty, this is outrageous! I have sought the hand of Lady Mellody for years, as you well know. Why would you grant her to this, this, this outlander over me?”

    The queen had fastened her eyes on the young lord as soon as he had stepped forward. “Lord Aric, you forget yourself,” she said in an icy tone.

    “I forget nothing!” Lord Aric Garthan snarled back. “For three years, I have sought Lady Mellody’s hand in marriage, and for three years I have been denied. Now you give her away to this foreigner? No! I will not accept it!”

    “You will accept it, Aric!” Mellody said loudly. 

    “Never,” the young lord snarled, grabbing a carving knife from the platter next to him. He crouched and started toward Drake—and the queen. Just to be certain of her safety, Drake extended his personal shields around her as he looked down at the offended fool.

    Whatever Lord Aric would have tried to do was stopped by the sudden arrival of six very startled Queen’s Guardsmen. Startled they might have been, but they were also well trained. 

    The guardsman closest to Lord Aric saw the knife and grabbed his wrist with one hand and slammed his opposite elbow into the startled lord’s nose. The next guardsman brought his pike crashing down on the young lord’s head. A third guardsman grabbed Lord Aric’s other arm and joined his compatriot in slamming the young lord face-first into the stones of the floor. All of this had taken place in less time than it took to take a breath, not that anyone was breathing. 

    The queen stood frozen in place, shocked beyond comprehension. Her hand came up to her lips, and Drake noticed that she was trembling. 

    Mellody stormed forward in a towering rage and Drake stared at his future bride with wide eyes. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone that mad. Glad she isn’t mad at me. “That was a surprise,” he said softly as Mellody stalked past him with her fury evident in her eyes and posture.

    Mellody ignored him. “Aric Garthan, I charge you with bearing a weapon in the presence of the queen. I charge you with threatening violence in the presence of the queen. I charge you with—”

    “That’s enough, Melly,” the queen said softly. “Bring him before us,” she commanded, and the guardsmen dragged Lord Aric to his feet. His nose was streaming blood, there was a lump on his forehead, and his eyes seemed to be slightly glazed. 

    “Aric Garthan, you stand before us charged with treason. That you committed such treason here, in the presence of the full court, is not in question. That you have threatened the person of the queen is not in question. What is in question is your fitting punishment.” She paused to look around. 

    “We find you guilty. It would be within the law for us to sentence you to death and strip your family of its lands for such actions, but we choose to be lenient.” She again paused, this time looking across the room into the eyes of Aric’s father before looking at Aric again. “You alone are hereby stripped of all titles and lands. You may not inherit, own, or hold land in the Kingdom of Vernardia. You shall reside in the Mount Royal prison for the term of twenty years. Upon your release, you shall be your family’s responsibility.” 

    She stopped and looked down at her feet. Her voice was barely stronger than a whisper as she said, “It pains us to sentence you so. You were our friend in our childhood. That you have fallen so low is distressing beyond our ability to express.” She lifted her hand slightly and the guardsmen dragged Aric away. 

    The queen turned away, a tear sliding unheeded down her cheek as she walked away from Drake. Mellody was instantly by her side, taking her arm and leading her out of the room. The sound of someone clearing his throat at Drake’s side drew his attention. 

    “Adept Drake, please come with me,” an elderly lord said, keeping his voice barely above a whisper. Drake nodded and joined the lord and several others as they left the room. 

    Drake found himself surrounded by eight lords, varying in age from a man who was not much older than Drake appeared to be to an old man whose hair had long ago become as white as snow. 

    The lord who had asked Drake to accompany him led the way to a small room. “Please be seated,” he said, and the lords sorted themselves out. 

    Drake took a seat and looked around the room. Every eye was on him, and he found himself feeling somewhat self-conscious. “My Lords,” he finally said, nodding to the room in general.

    The eldest of the lords nodded in return. “Adept Drake, I am Buck Handy. With us are Wesley Buckhorn, Nole Falcon, Alain Cohen, Nathan Stillwell, Lonnis Courtland, Glen Hawkinson, and Parry Chapman.” Each of the lords nodded as he was introduced, and Drake made a mental note about each man. “The eight of us are the members of the Council of Lords who support the queen. We are opposed by eight other lords, including Dargan Garthan, that fool Aric’s father.”

    “That’s why that scene in the dining hall,” Lord Wesley said softly. He was the one who had invited Drake to join them. “The Carstairs vote has been absent for many years. If Aric had managed to marry Mellody, he would have swung the majority against the queen.”

    “So now I’m taking that place, and you count on me to hold the majority behind her.” Drake looked old Lord Buck in the eyes as he spoke and saw him nod. “That isn’t a surprise.”

    “No, I suppose not,” Lord Glen said softly. “Mellody is my niece, Adept Drake. It was only her mother’s wish that made her a ward of the crown and not a member of my household. She informed us of her intentions in a letter that arrived three days ago.”

    Drake felt his lips twitching, trying to smile. “I didn’t think it was a spur of the moment decision. She and the queen seem to have had everything planned except that incident with Lord Aric. What could he have been thinking?”

    The lords looked at one another and nodded. Lord Parry, the youngest of the lords, cleared his throat. “He may have been counting on Mellody to protect him from you, thereby showing her love for him.” Lord Parry looked down and shook his head. “Aric has been doggedly pursuing Mel for years, determined to make her his wife and her lands his own. We all, well, the younger lords at least, have grown thoroughly sick of him and his scheming.”

    “So now I have his father as an implacable enemy.” Drake looked around and saw nods of agreement from each of the lords. “Lovely.”

    “Don’t let it concern you too much, Adept Drake,” Lord Wesley said with a chuckle. “Half the lords in the court are the implacable enemies of the other half. Keeps things lively.” 

    Now Drake saw an opportunity to ask a question that he had not considered before. “But I am not a lord, my Lord. How is it that I’ll be included?”

    The lords looked at one another briefly and shrugged. Lord Glen explained, “A woman who marries a lord becomes a lady. You marry a lady, you become a lord. It isn’t that hard.”

    “Oh.” Drake looked perplexed for a moment, then shrugged. “Not how it’s done back home, but it’ll do.”

    Lord Buck nodded. “After the wedding, Mellody will invest you with the title due her husband, as is her right.”

    Lord Nole added his nod of agreement. “Then you will be able to join us as an equal.”

    “And cast your vote as Lord Carstairs,” Lord Lonnis said softly. 

    That caused Drake to raise his hand slightly. “Carstairs? Not Standralson?”

    The lords looked at one another. “I take it they didn’t tell you about that little wrinkle in their plan,” Lord Nathan said softly. “Figures. Women are used to giving up their family names when they get married, so I doubt either of them even thought about it.” He paused to look at his peers. “Adept Drake, the titles to Vernardian lands belong to the seventeen ruling families, and must remain in those families. Even if Mel married Aric, he would have become Lord Carstairs. You will have to become Lord Adept Drake Carstairs when you marry her.”

    Drake considered that for a moment, then shrugged. “I guess I can live with that.”

    Lord Glen chuckled and nodded. “You don’t have much of a choice.”

    Lord Buck looked at Drake and nodded once again. “How familiar are you with the duties of a lord, Adept Drake?”

    Now Drake had to pause and think. “Not very, I’m afraid.”

    “So we surmised,” Lord Nathan said. “In the months to come, the eight of us, with some help from the queen and Mellody, are going to have to teach you what your duties will be. It isn’t the easiest job in the world.”

    “To that end,” Lord Wesley continued, “we would like you sit in with us in the Council of Lords as our guest. You won’t have a voice or vote in the discussions, but you should be able to get a feel for what we actually do. Besides scream and call each other names, that is,” he added with a wry grin. 

    * * *

    Another, less friendly meeting was taking place at the same time. Lord Dargan Garthan sat in stunned silence as his compatriots raged around him. 

    “Did you see what they did? How they manipulated the situation?” Lord Hewett Bergan shouted, striding around the room in impotent fury. 

    “We saw, Hewett,” Lord Emmett Thorndike said softly, his own anger manifesting itself only in his clenched fists. “It was obviously a ploy. Our people with the army have been watching them closely. There’s been no personal contact between Adept Mellody and Adept Drake. This is simply an arranged marriage, nothing more. The only question I have is, who is arranging what?”

    “What do you mean?” Lord Hewett demanded angrily. “That bitch and her pet Mage arranged this to put this Adept Drake and the Carstairs vote firmly behind her.”

    “Did she?” Lord Emmett asked softly. “How do we know? Could it be that Adept Drake is behind this? Is he her pawn, or is she, our Queen, his pawn?” He paused as the others considered his question. “Is there any doubt that Adept Drake is powerful enough to manipulate this situation for his own gains?”

    “No, there’s no doubt,” Lord Dargan said softly. “Not in the least. He’s powerful enough, and a man with that much power must be ambitious. But the queen and Mellody are schemers of long standing. It could be that they are each under the impression that they are manipulating the other.” He stood and walked woodenly to the window. “Mellody has been refusing Aric for a long time. Too long to leave any doubt why. But in Adept Drake she has a man who will give her what she wants.” He turned back to the room with a bleak expression on his face. “Adept Drake has been heard to say many times that he is here on holiday. That he is not staying.”

    “A disposable husband,” Lord Emmett said softly.

    Lord Dargan nodded. “In a year she will bear his child. A boy, no doubt. Then he will go home, leaving her as the boy’s sole guardian. And, as such, she will have control of his vote in the Council of Lords as well as her own vote in the Council of Ladies. We must not underestimate the ambition of Lady Mellody in this.”

    Lord Emmett nodded. “And we must not allow it to happen.”


    Chapter 7

    THE PORT CITY OF BRESARD, CAPITOL of Bresardia, sat under the tropical sun of a fine summer’s day. Located on Bresardia’s southern shore, Bresard was built in the remains of a long-extinct volcano that provided an almost circular deep-water port. The outer part of the harbor was formed by two spits of land called the Arms of Bresard. The Arms almost touched at the tips, leaving only a narrow passage between the harbor and the Bresardian Channel. 

    Inside the crater was a bustling city that had been built on terraces carved into the rock and soil of the crater’s sides. Strong wood and stone piers jutted into the harbor on all sides to accommodate the sailing fleets of the trading houses that made Bresardia their home. 

    The castle of the Kings of Bresardia sat poised on the cliff face directly opposite the harbor opening so it was the first thing that ships saw as they entered the harbor. It was an impressive sight. The castle had been carved from the living rock of the cliff rather than built of dressed stone like most of the city. It had an unobstructed view out of the harbor, and on a clear day such as this, the high basalt cliffs of the Vernardian Mainland were easily seen. 

    King Malcom strode forcefully across his private drawing room, his hands clasped tightly behind his back. General Flavian Boatwright knelt on the Bresardian crest that was inlaid in the floor with his head bowed, awaiting his king’s displeasure. 

    “You failed us,” the king growled, not looking at the general. 

    General Boatwright kept his eyes on the floor as he answered. “Your Majesty, we were overmatched. Our Magi could not hold against this new Mage the Vernardians have hired. We had the choice of withdrawing or being destroyed.”

    “Our sources in Mount Royal report that he was just a wanderer. A vagabond Mage who was passing by. He wasn’t even a part of their army when you cravenly abandoned our cause and ran for the border. We should behead you ourselves—” the king began, but a spectral voice whispered through the room. 

    -{No,}- the voice said, silencing the king and freezing him in his tracks. -{It is never wisdom to waste resources. The general has served well and faithfully for many years.}- The voice was like a dry wind rattling through drought-blighted bushes. King Malcom turned to face the north wall of the room. There, reclining on a dais covered with furs, lay the speaker. Slit-pupil eyes narrowed as the king stared. 

    -{We must determine who this interloper is,}- the voice said as the speaker stood. The creature was fully three cubits tall at the shoulder, and had a body twelve cubits long, with an additional three cubits of tail. Its fur was tan, and a pattern of darker fur formed rosettes, spots and stripes down its flanks. Its finely featured face was a mask of white, tan, and brown, and its far-too-intelligent eyes were yellow. -{Patience is an asset to a hunter,}- the Ocellen concluded, flipping his tail as he descended to the floor of the room. 

    The king gave the Ocellen a half-bow. “As you say, wise Crawn, but we have been fighting this war for three years. Three years wasted now because of the arrival of this interloper. Three years spent futilely trying to claim what is rightfully ours.”

    -{Three years lusting for a female is unnatural, King Malcom,}- the Ocellen observed. -{It is not the female you should be concerned with. It is the land she possesses that should be your primary concern.}-

    “True, wise Crawn, but the lands are tied to the female,” the general pointed out. “To possess them, King Malcom must possess her.”

    Crawn gave the general a withering look. -{Possess the lands and the female is irrelevant.}-

    “The people would be forever restive. Forever seeking to return the lands to the true bloodline,” General Boatwright said softly, looking at his king and receiving a nod of approval before continuing. “Trust us on this, wise Crawn, for we know our people. The people of Vernardia would never accept any but a rightful, lawfully crowned ruler.” 

    Crawn turned his glowing yellow eyes on the general and hissed. Claws slashed the air in front of it, and the general fell. He was half-way across the room from the creature, but he may as well have been directly under its claws. Armor that had withstood blows from the finest swords fell away, cut through by magic. Cloth and flesh parted, leaving the general bleeding on the floor, but alive. -{Don’t presume to instruct me, Human,}- Crawn’s mind-voice hissed. -{Destroy enough of them and the rest will obey.}-

    The king summoned help for the stricken general as Crawn stalked out of the room. The Ocellen’s aid had been invaluable over the years, but he sometimes overstepped the power the king had granted him. And sometimes, late at night when the king’s mind wandered, he wondered if the Ocellen was his servant or his master. 


    Chapter 8

    LORD AMBASSADOR HARIN JALIK OF BRESARDIA requested an audience with Queen Rochelle to once again voice his king’s displeasure after receiving yet another messenger pigeon from Bresardia. 

    “Your Majesty, we wish to protest the hiring of this outland Mage in the most strenuous terms. His Majesty King Malcom has been most restrained in the pursuance of his rights in this matter. However, the introduction of this Adept Drake into the conflict may force His Majesty to take a more aggressive stance and seek more powerful allies.”

    Queen Rochelle sat in stone-faced silence for a moment before answering. “Ambassador Jalik, your king has no rights in this matter. We ended the betrothal upon our ascension to the throne three years ago. That he has failed to accept our will in this matter has no bearing upon the truth: We are not betrothed to King Malcom.”

    The ambassador frowned, daring to show his displeasure with the young queen openly. “Your Majesty, the betrothal was agreed to by your late father and King Malcom. King Malcom has not agreed to break the betrothal. You cannot break the betrothal without his agreement.”

    “That is Bresardian Law, Ambassador. Not Vernardian Law,” Lord High Councilor Kalvin Haldar pointed out. “Under Vernardian Law, either party may break a betrothal at any time up until the actual wedding. Queen Rochelle has not been legally contracted to your king for nearly three years.”

    The ambassador glared at the councilor before growling his answer. “We do not recognize Vernardian Law in this matter.” Turning back to the queen he inclined his head slightly. “Be that as it may, Queen Rochelle, we must insist that this foreign Mage be dismissed. Failure to do so must be seen as an attempt to escalate the conflict, and His Majesty King Malcom will be forced to order a more…aggressive campaign next time.” The ambassador smiled and nodded. 

    Queen Rochelle remained stone-faced, sitting as still as a statue for a moment before softly replying, “Ambassador Jalik, Adept Drake has requested the hand of Lady Adept Mellody Carstairs in marriage, and has received permission to wed her. Upon their union, he will become Lord Adept Carstairs.” Now she did smile, but it was a bitter, twisted, almost evil grin. “Adept Drake was not fighting for his own lands or for his own people when he routed General Boatwright. The next time Bresardia invades us, he will be. We don’t imagine he will be so lenient when the people he is defending are his own.”

    The ambassador looked the queen in the eye when he answered. “He is only one man, Your Majesty.” With that the ambassador turned around, showing his back to the queen in a calculated insult as he departed.

    The Queen’s Guardsmen started to seize him, but the queen commanded, “Let him go,” and they stepped back to allow the ambassador to pass. Once the ambassador was gone the subject of their discussion stepped out from behind a curtain. Mellody was with him and went to face the queen. 

    “Rochelle, are you all right?”

    “Yes, Melly, I’m fine.” Looking over to where Drake waited, she waved him over. “You see, Adept Drake? This is what we’ve been battling for three years. King Malcom absolutely refuses to accept that I’m not going to be his queen, and Vernardia is not going to be his kingdom. The man is just insufferable.”

    Drake nodded as he walked forward to join them. “I see indeed, Your Majesty.”

    “Drake,” Mellody began, catching her lower lip between her teeth, “there are already rumors in the court about us. I think the Bresardians are counting on trouble here to keep us distracted.”

    Drake looked closely at Mellody and detected a hint of color in her cheeks. “What kind of rumors, Mellody?”

    “That we…that you and I…that there is nothing…oh, I don’t know how to say this!” Mellody finally shouted, stomping around in a circle. 

    “That you aren’t interested in Mellody, only her lands, because you haven’t been sleeping together,” Queen Rochelle said sourly. 

    Now Drake looked confused. “Um, isn’t that proper?”

    “Proper? What do you mean proper?” Mellody asked in a tone of voice that carried more emotions than she could name.

    “Isn’t it proper to wait until after the wedding? It is back home. I mean, you’re a high lady of the court. Wouldn’t it be a scandal if..?” His voice trailed off as he got a good look at the expression on her face. Oh, Gods Below.

    Mellody was staring at him in slack-jawed amazement. “I’m nineteen, and, until just a few days ago, unbetrothed. What I do and with whom is no one’s business but my own, not that anyone has ever cared. Drake, you didn’t think I was some fool virgin waiting for my one true love, did you?”

    Drake’s face took on a pensive expression as he replied, “Ummmmm,” and bit his lips.

    Mellody shot a questioning glance at the queen, but she was no help. Rochelle was sitting on the floor, having fallen off her throne, and was holding her belly as she laughed in near hysterics. She tried to speak, but only managed to gasp and point at Mellody’s stunned expression. 

    Mellody looked back at Drake and shook her head slowly back and forth as she stalked forward. “Of all the stupid ideas…come with me, Drake.” She took Drake by the hand and started out of the audience chamber, snapping at the grinning Queen’s Guards as she waved toward Rochelle. “It’s not that funny. Go see to the queen.”

    Mellody led Drake back to her suite and pushed him down into a chair. “Do you mean to tell me that you’ve been…that I’ve been…that you never even thought about coming to my bed?”

    Drake was sitting back, staring at Mellody with wide eyes. “Well of course I’ve thought about it, Mellody. I imagine every man who’s ever laid eyes on you has thought about it. But I didn’t want to cause any trouble.”

    Mellody’s voice rose to something that very closely resembled a scream as she repeated, “Trouble!?” She glared at him as she tried to control herself. Right at that moment she was panting in rage and her hands were hooked into claws. She snarled, “I’ve been tied in knots for days because I thought you just said it to make a show. That you were lying to us! To me!” Mellody turned away, all at once terribly afraid that she might be right. 

    Drake leaned forward to try and see her face. “Said what?” he asked meekly.

    “That you loved me!” she shouted, turning back to him with tears shining in her eyes. 

    Drake stood and moved close to her, but didn’t touch her. “Mellody, I do love you,” he said softly. “Very deeply. That’s why I’ve stayed away. I didn’t want you to think I was just saying it to get into your bed.”

    Mellody reached up to brush his face with the tips of her fingers. “What kind of culture do you come from?” she asked in a breathy whisper. “How can you know if you love someone if you never share your most intimate thoughts and feelings? If you never touch one another, hold one another, love one another and see if you are compatible?”

    Drake looked deeply into her eyes and shrugged. “We don’t all the time, but we succeed more often than not. It’s just our way.”

    Mellody moved the last little bit toward him and wrapped her arms around him. She laid her head against his chest and murmured, “Oh, Drake, how can I make you understand?”

    Drake’s arms had automatically gone around her as well, and he laid his cheek against the top of her head. “I’m sure we’ll figure out something,” he said with a slight chuckle and felt her laugh in return. 

    * * *

    Drake and Mellody spent the night exploring one another in ways that non-Magi could only dream of. Bodies and magic melded and merged, becoming one and then separating, then merging once again. Drake used his more than eight hundred years of experience to bring Mellody to the heights of pleasure over and over again until they were interrupted by a loud thump against the wall behind the bed. 

    Mellody was instantly out of bed, magical energy wreathing her in a silver nimbus of power until the voice of the queen came faintly but clearly through the wall. 

    “Would you two go to sleep already?! It’s past mid-night, and we have court tomorrow. Honestly, some people...” the queen’s comments trailed off as she settled back down, and Mellody giggled as she returned to her bed. 

    “Roe’s headboard is exactly opposite mine. We should sleep now. I want you well rested for tomorrow.” Her eyes glittered with mischief as she slid back beneath the covers and snuggled close to his side. 


    Chapter 9

    DRAKE WAS MOVED INTO MELLODY’S SUITE at Mellody and Rochelle’s insistence the next morning, and that move necessitated another round of sweeping changes in Drake’s life. Mellody’s servants could have easily seen to both of them, but that would not be proper.  Drake suddenly found himself “needing” five servants to see to his needs, even though he was quite capable of seeing to himself. 

    Kenton had recruited a helper to carry Drake’s few possessions to his new quarters, and grinned as he introduced him to Drake. “Adept Drake, I think you might remember young Elwin here. As I told you, he is one of my apprentices, and ready for his first assignment as a valet. And you, my young friend, are to be his assignment.” Kenton paused to grin at Elwin’s stunned expression. 

    Elwin was staring wide-eyed at Kenton. “M-Master Kenton? But I thought you were—” his voice trailed off as Kenton smiled and shook his head. 

    “It’s past time for me to retire, Elwin. I was semi-retired when the queen asked me to see to young Drake here, and my only duties were seeing to you apprentices. Now you are ready to move on, and I am ready to settle down a bit.” 

    Kenton shifted his attention to Drake. “Drake, my friend, Elwin is as good as any valet I have ever trained. He gets a little carried away at times,” he paused to smile at a blushing Elwin, “but you’ll find him to be dependable about things that matter. In addition, I have another young man on his way up here to take his place as Elwin’s assistant and apprentice.” Now he laughed at the stunned expression on Elwin’s face. “You get to tame Luther Featherstone.”

    The expression of mingled dismay and disgust that came over Elwin’s face was too much for Drake, and he burst out laughing. Clapping one hand over his mouth, he pointed at Elwin with a shaking finger. He managed to gasp out, “You look like you just swallowed a live toad!” between gales of laughter. 

    Elwin looked at Kenton and started pleading. “But, Master Kenton, Luther is such a—”

    “—Pain in the posterior? Yes, I know. Much like a young blond apprentice I acquired several years ago.” Kenton grinned evilly as Elwin ran his hand through his short, blond hair. “I told you I’d get my revenge one day, Elwin.” 

    The revenge arrived just then, bumbling through the door with a freshly scrubbed look about him that even made the distraught Elwin grin. Luther was a young boy of about ten, with brown eyes and brown hair, and was dressed in a set of clothes that were obviously too big for him. He stumbled to a stop when he saw the men facing him and bobbed a quick bow, straightening his clothes as well as he could. 

    “I’m to report to Master Valet Elwin,” he said nervously. His eyes had fastened on Elwin as soon as he entered the room. Until just moments ago they had both been apprentices. 

    Now it was Elwin’s turn to look startled again. “Master Valet?” he asked, looking at Kenton. 

    Kenton nodded and grinned. “You must be a master to have an apprentice, my boy.” Clapping a thoroughly stunned Elwin on the shoulder he turned his attention to Drake. “I’ll still be seeing you regularly, Adept Drake. Jeanette will be arriving with your maids shortly.” With that he nodded and left Drake alone with his two young valets. 

    Drake looked over his servants closely. Elwin was about twenty, blond haired and blue eyed, and built like a cat. He was slender, graceful, and had finely chiseled features that even Drake would call handsome. 

    Luther, as he had noted when the boy had first arrived, had more rounded features, and a look of mischief about him even when he was standing with his hands clasped innocently in front of him. 

    Drake was prevented from saying anything by the arrival of Mistress Jeanette Churchill, Mellody’s Matron. With Mistress Jeanette were three young women dressed in the ubiquitous palace maid’s uniform. One was several years older than the other two, and Jeanette presented her first. 

    “Adept Drake, this is Phyllis Amidon, your maid. These other two are her helpers, Paige Whiteman and Roseanne Bowman. They will see to your comfort. If you approve of them, they will be permanently assigned to you for your return to Blue Ridge.” Mistress Jeannette fixed the three young women with a stern glare. 

    “Since this is Lady Mellody’s suite, you work for me. I’ll have no nonsense about precedence and seniority from you. While Adept Drake is a well-respected Mage, he is not yet a lord, nor a peer. As his servants, that places you below my apprentices in rank and you will comport yourselves accordingly.” 

    Phyllis’s lips pressed into a firm line that indicated she was fully aware who those remarks were aimed at, and started to protest. “Matron Jean—”

    “Mistress Jeanette, and don’t you forget it,” she snapped, silencing Phyllis. “Even upon Adept Drake’s ascension to the Carstairs Seat you will address me as Mistress.” Jeanette fixed Phyllis with an even more severe glare. “You’ve been given another chance, Phyllis. Don’t abuse it.” She continued to glare at Phyllis until the younger woman nodded and looked at the floor. 

    Mistress Jeanette looked at Drake and nodded, then smiled at Elwin. “Well, you’ve managed to land on your feet again, haven’t you, Scamp?” she asked in a light tone that was totally different from the one she had used on the girls. 

    Elwin blushed and ducked his head, but he was grinning broadly nonetheless. “Yes, Mistress Jean. Well, except for—” His voice trailed off, but his eyes had locked on Luther. 

    Mistress Jeanette looked at the boy for a moment, then chuckled. “Serves you right, Scamp. These three are technically yours as well. I will, however, be making use of them. Do you have any objections to that?”

    Elwin looked startled for a moment, then shook his head. “No, Mistress Jean.”

    Mistress Jeanette nodded and waved for the maids to follow her while Elwin and Luther stayed with Drake. 

    Drake watched her go, then turned to Elwin. “You seem to know Mistress Jeanette fairly well, Elwin.” 

    Elwin grinned and nodded. “She’s my mother’s best friend, Adept Drake. I don’t remember a time when I haven’t known her.” Drake nodded and smiled, then walked farther into the suite with Elwin and Luther close on his heels. 

    Drake went to stand by the window and his servants stopped behind him at a respectful distance and awaited his commands. After thinking for a few moments, Drake sighed and turned to face them. “I’ll be honest with you two: I’ve never had servants before. Never needed ‘em. I suspect you know your jobs far better than I do, so just do whatever you think needs doing. As Mistress Jeanette pointed out, she runs this suite. If there is anything you need to know, I’d suggest asking her.”

    Elwin cleared his throat and, at Drake’s nod, asked, “If you don’t need us, then why—?”

    Drake sighed and closed his eyes. “Appearances. Mel and the queen say it’s proper for me to have servants, so servants I shall have. When I marry Mellody and become Lord Carstairs, I’ll have to employ even more servants. I don’t understand it, but—” he trailed off with a shrug and Elwin grinned. 

    “Lady Mel usually gets her way, one way or the other, Adept Drake.”

    Drake nodded and laughed. “So I’ve noticed.”

    * * *

    Others noticed the change as well. Lord Dargan had spies throughout the palace staff and was informed of the move before Drake had been introduced to Elwin. Now that his targets were all together, he initiated the scheme he had arranged the day after his son’s arrest. The plan was pure treason, but by the end of it Rochelle, Mellody, and Drake would be dead—or he would. 

    Drake and Mellody were hosting Rochelle for a light snack when a group of ten men burst into the room. They were dressed in palace servant’s livery, but the long daggers they carried bore the crest of the Bresardian Army. Each man also bore an amulet that protected him from magic. These had been stolen from the Vernardian Army and had been made in the early days of Vernardia by the most powerful Magi of the time. Adepts even more powerful than Mellody. 

    Mellody immediately struck at the men, but her bolt of power splattered harmlessly against the protections she couldn’t overcome. Drake’s power was also deflected, though he managed to knock the men down in spite of their protections. As the two Magi concentrated their power on the first group, a second group of men burst through the door that led to the queen’s bedchamber and attacked as well, drawing Mellody’s attention while Drake still fought the men in front of them. 

    The contest was nearing a standoff when Phyllis burst into the room. She had been seeing to some mending in the maid’s quarters when the noise started. She burst into the room with a finger raised as if to scold someone, and received a dagger-thrust through the heart that silenced her forever. 

    Drake saw Phyllis die and felt the adrenaline rush of rage suffuse his body. No! Suddenly there was a bright flare of light beside the queen, and when it faded Drake was gone. In his place stood a creature that few humans had ever faced and lived to tell the tale. Black chitin reflected the candlelight as the daemon crouched and released a hiss of rage that was reminiscent of a sword being quenched in blood. 

    For the assassins, from that point on it was all over but the screaming. The daemon attacked the men, slashing them open and passing on to the next faster than the stunned minds of the others could register. Claws that could rend steel rent flesh instead. Jaws that could crush the hardest bone crushed skulls. A tail that was far more dangerous than the most devious flail shattered legs as it swept the room. The daggers of the men slid harmlessly off the creature’s armor, and no man who came close enough to strike lived to see his failure. 

    In the space of a few breaths the daemon slaughtered all twenty men, and then stalked growling and slavering around the room as it drove its claws into each man’s brain. Then it paused and looked at the two young women huddled together in the center of the room, and seemed to settle down. Its head bowed, and bright golden light once again filled the room. When it faded, Drake stood in the daemon’s bloody footprints. 

    Drake walked cautiously over to where Mellody and Rochelle huddled together in terror, then knelt. “There wasn’t time to warn you,” he said softly, caressing Mellody’s hair. “Sorry.”

    “W-w-what w-w-was th-th-that?” Rochelle stammered through her tears. 

    “A D-Daemon, Roe. A magical beast that’s deadlier than anything else on Dracana,” Mellody said, her voice shaking just a little as she looked at the man she wanted to marry.

    The sounds of shouting voices and running feet heralded the arrival of a dozen of the Queen’s Guardsmen from their post at the end of the hall. Not all of them were fully dressed as they charged into the room, but every last one of them was armed. The leaders slipped and fell on the blood that was covering the floor and scrambled to their feet with swords at the ready, only to find the queen crying in Lady Mellody’s arms while Adept Drake caressed their backs. 

    The Queen’s Guards quickly surrounded their queen and stood facing out into a charnel house filled with broken parts of bodies. More guards flooded the room, some stumbling against the walls to vomit, as the Queen’s Guards rallied around her. 

    Lord Commander Heral Nesten, Commander of the Queen’s Guard, arrived with the last of his men and women and recoiled at the sight of the slaughter and the stench of spilt entrails. “What in the name of all the Gods did this?” he asked in a hoarse voice as he made his way to his queen. “Queen Rochelle, are you hurt?” he asked, remembering his duty at last. 

    “N-No, Lord Heral. I was w-well p-protected.” Her eyes strayed to Drake and a hint of her earlier terror returned. “Who were those men?”

    The commander stood and turned away to survey the room. “Not servants, that’s certain. It may take some time to…piece together…who they were.” 

    That final quip was too much for Queen Rochelle and she vomited down the back of the commander’s legs, and then continued to empty her stomach on the floor until nothing was left, but she still retched. Mellody wasn’t in much better shape, but she managed to keep her composure long enough to drag Rochelle to her feet and through the door into the queen’s bedchamber. 

    The commander had frozen in place as soon as the queen began vomiting, and his clenched jaws and ashen complexion told everyone just how close he was to joining her. 

    Drake saw as well and took pity on them all, extending his magic to clear the room of everything except Phyllis’ body. He left her where she had fallen, the dagger that had ended her short life still embedded in her chest. 

    The commander turned to look at Drake with questions in his eyes, and Drake waved toward the courtyard. “I put them down there. Search if you wish, but I doubt you’ll be able to identify any of them. I couldn’t find any trace of their identities.” 

    He was silent as he walked over to Phyllis’ side and knelt. “She was one of ours, my maid,” he said softly, using one finger to brush a stray lock of hair from her still face. He straightened her limbs, then sat back on his heels. “She entered the room and provided me with the distraction I needed.” Looking back at the commander, he nodded once. “She is to be accorded all honors, Commander. If it hadn’t been for her, the queen would most likely be dead right now.” 

    * * *

    Mellody and the queen had stumbled upon another victim of the assassination attempt as soon as they entered the queen’s bedchamber. Rosalie Andrus lay in a pool of blood that was still dripping from her slit throat, and the sight froze both women in their tracks for a moment. 

    Rochelle pushed away from Mellody and knelt by Rosalie’s side. “Oh, Rosy, I’m so sorry. Oh, Rosy,” she whispered, crying with deep, heart wrenching sobs. 

    Mellody was kneeling at her side, just as deeply hurt. Though she was two years older, Rosalie had been one of their childhood playmates. She was the daughter of the palace chamberlain and had shared classes with the two young friends for most of their lives. Mellody gently closed Rosalie’s eyes, letting her tears drop on the poor woman’s face as her own sobs wracked her body. 

    A noise at the door caused her to look up and wreath herself in silver power, ready to defend Rochelle once again, but it was only more of the Queen’s Guards. They were standing at the outer door of the chamber, looking down at the two guardswomen who were always posted there for the queen’s protection. They had both been slain, and the fact that their swords were still sheathed proclaimed that they had not feared their attackers. 

    Queen Rochelle stood away from her servant’s body and glared at the guards. “Search the palace. Look everywhere. I want whoever is responsible for this found and brought before me,” she commanded in a soft voice that was more effective than a shout. 

    The guards immediately went to carry out her orders, and soon the full company of the Queen’s Guards was searching the palace. 

    The task of searching the quarters of the lords fell to Lieutenant Jerrimy Thorndike, the youngest son of Lord Emmett, one of the queen’s most vehement opponents. He and three nobly born helpers respectfully requested permission to search each of the lord’s suites, and it was, of course, granted. He had completed seven suites when he reached the suite belonging to the Garthan family.

    Lord Dargan was in his office when Jerrimy arrived. “Lord Dargan, please forgive this interruption, but the queen has been attacked and we are searching the entire castle.” 

    “Did she survive?” Lord Dargan asked in a soft tone that confused the lieutenant. 

    “Yes, Lord Dargan. Lady Mellody and Adept Drake were able to defeat the attackers.”

    Lord Dargan sighed deeply and put his head in his hands. “I had hoped for better results from twenty trained assassins, but it cannot be undone.” He looked up and smiled crookedly at the stunned expression on the lieutenant’s face. “She’s cost me my son, and now my life. Don’t look so surprised, Jerrimy. It was only a matter of time before one of us tried it.” 

    As Lieutenant Thorndike and his assistants stood shocked speechless, Lord Dargan lifted a dagger that had been lying on his desk and wedged the hilt in his desk drawer. “I’ll not face the headsman, Jerrimy,” he said softly, then quickly leaned forward. The blade slid easily between his ribs, impaling his heart. As his hearing faded he heard Jerrimy shouting for aid, but it was far too late for that. His still beating heart was tearing itself apart on the razor-sharp blade, and he slid quickly into oblivion. 

    On the desk in front of him were his confession and reasons for doing what he had done. In it he named his accomplices and confederates. 


    Chapter 10

    QUEEN ROCHELLE’S HANDS SHOOK WITH RAGE as she read Lord Dargan’s confession aloud to the full Court. 

     


    
      If this is being read, then I am dead. So be it. I knew this was one possible outcome of my actions, but at this point I don’t care. 

      Rochelle has stolen my last son from me, and that is more than I can bear. Her scheming with Mellody provoked Aric into a rash outburst of temper, and she overreacted by imprisoning him. The only way I can save my son is to kill them both, and the outlander who has joined forces with them. Then I will be able to petition the new king for a pardon for my son. 

      I have not taken these steps lightly, nor alone. The local assassins have provided me with the men for a pittance. They dislike Mellody for her interference with them in the past. 

      My stout-hearted friend Lord General Fadden Cavinton provided me with the protective amulets with full knowledge of what I planned. He blames Rochelle for his failure to advance to the position of General of the Armies. I say this to you now, Fadden; you haven’t the talent for it. Now you can die knowing the truth. 

      My friend Carlisle Bogdan aided me in bringing the men into the palace. Carlisle always hated Bevan and Leda. He hates their daughter just as much. I doubt he even remembers why anymore. 

      Assistant Steward Narlin Janik arranged for the assassins’ clothing. He also provided escorts and guides to them so they would know the best routes into and out of the palace. Oh yes, Narlin is a thief. His brother runs an inn with the goods he steals from the palace. Mellody’s magical monitoring of the palace for Rochelle’s security has greatly impeded him. He’s been itching for a chance to get rid of her for ages. 

      May all the gods curse Rochelle and Mellody, and their lines for all time. 

       


      Dargan, Lord Garthan, of the Southern Estates

    

     


    Queen Rochelle looked down at the three gagged men kneeling before her. Carlisle Bogdan glared defiantly back at her, but both General Cavinton and Assistant Steward Janik were silently weeping, keeping their gaze on the floor. Her voice held a hint of her bitterness as she passed sentence upon them. 

    “We find you guilty of high treason in conspiracy with Lord Dargan Garthan. It is the judgment of the crown that the Garthan family be dissolved, and the Garthan holdings in the Southern Estates be forfeit. Never before in the history of Vernardia has a ruling family been stripped of its lands, but never before has a ruling family committed such heinous treason against the crown. It is ordered that these lands be granted to the family of Lady Andrus, our Matron-In-Training who was killed by the assassins. Lord Kerin Andrus is a distant cousin of Lord Garthan, though his loyalty and faith are unquestioned. It is the crown’s will that Lord Andrus retain his name, and that all affected lands be so renamed. 

    “We find that Lord Carlisle Bogdan joined fully in Lord Dargan’s treason, and order his execution. The Bogdan holdings in the Northern Estates shall also be forfeit. We would grant them to Adept Drake, but it is his wish that we not do so.” She paused to look at the upper gallery where Drake had taken a visitor’s seat and sighed. “We therefore grant the Bogdan holdings to Lord Dennis Tallowback. Lord Dennis is of a cadet line of the Thorndike family, and we find his loyalty unquestioned. Here also we ask that Lord Tallowback retain his name.” 

    She focused her eyes on the other two conspirators and her lips tightened. “General Cavinton, you are and always have been a fool. Our father knew you and protected you, raising you above your abilities out of friendship. He kept you safely in harmless positions, and you repay his kindness poorly. You shall face the headsman stripped of all honor. No uniform will be spattered with your blood, and no monument shall bear your name.” She stopped speaking as the fallen general collapsed as far as his bindings would allow, his whole body shaking as he sobbed. 

    Now the queen took a deep breath and sighed. “Assistant Steward Janik, you will face your fate at the general’s side. In addition, the city guard has seized your brother’s inn and family. If he knew of your crimes, he will face charges of theft, and they will be cast out. The disposition of the Strutting Cock Inn remains to be determined.”

    The queen looked up at the court, scanning the room before speaking again. “It remains to be seen what measures can be taken against the Assassins. We shall enlist the aid of Lady Adept Mellody and Adept Drake in seeking them out, and eradicating them.”

    The queen stood, forcing the court to stand with her. “It is our belief that there are still others who have conspired against us. Upon proof of such treason, others shall join these wretches on the block.” With a final glare around the room she departed, her royal cloak swirling as she strode quickly through her private door. 

    * * *

    Drake was intercepted before he could return to Mellody’s suite. Lord Nathan touched his arm and nodded toward a door, then led the way to his suite. A few of the other lords who were friendly to the queen were already in the suite when they arrived. 

    Lord Buck gestured toward a vacant seat for Drake, but didn’t say anything. Others were entering as well, including a somewhat stunned looking Lord Dennis and a still grieving Lord Kerin. Once all the lords were present, Lord Buck stood. 

    “My friends, I ask you to join me in expressing our personal thanks to Adept Drake for his part in saving Queen Rochelle.” He paused as the assembled lords nodded and murmured thanks to Drake, while he, in turn, quietly acknowledged them. Once that was taken care of, Lord Buck continued. “It is the belief of many of us that Bresardia had something to do with this, even though Dargan didn’t say so. I suspect their agents were part of the ‘assassins’ who provided the men. Lady Mellody has told me that she hasn’t had cause to make many moves against them in the recent past, so it was likely a contrived story.”

    Lord Buck paused and looked directly at Drake. “Adept Drake, you told us that you could find out nothing about the assassins. Does that fact mean anything to you?”

    Drake stood and bowed to the lords. “Yes, Lord Buck, it means that someone as good or better than I am magically erased everything that could be used to trace them. As far as Mellody or I could determine, they sprang into existence from nothingness just outside the palace gates.”

    “Is that possible? Is it possible that they were conjured?” Lord Nole asked, leaning forward to look closely at Drake. 

    Drake shook his head. “No, my lord. It would take one of the Old Gods to create men in that fashion. Not even a dragon can simply make a person from the dust. In addition, these men had scars that tell of a long, rough life. No, whoever we are facing is a powerful Mage, but not that powerful.”

    Lord Nathan sat forward and looked at Drake through narrowed eyelids. “Adept Drake, I spoke to Rochelle and Mellody. They told me what killed those men. Now I’d like to hear it from you.”

    Drake sighed and bowed before saying, “If the need arises, I can transform myself into a daemon.”

    “And how is it that you have acquired that ability?” Lord Glen asked softly. As Mellody’s uncle, he was intensely interested in this facet of her betrothed’s makeup. 

    Drake considered telling the truth, but temporized instead. “I make my living hunting bandits and other dangerous creatures, my lords. I found it necessary in the past to find a form which allowed me to kill in a mundane fashion. Magic is not always the answer. Nor, I’m afraid, are swords and knives. I haven’t the training to properly use them, so I chose the most dangerous creature I could manage and learned to become one.”

    Lord Glen looked carefully at him before nodding. “There has never been a report of a daemon on Vernardian soil. Mellody was only able to tell me about it because of her magical studies.”

    Drake nodded again. “So she tells me. I wouldn’t be too certain, but I wouldn’t be completely surprised either. The only way for one to get here is by ship.” A hint of a smile curved his lips as he looked at the lords. “Daemons don’t swim.”

    “Are you certain?” Lord Buck asked, his eyes still narrowed. 

    Now Drake did chuckle. “Oh, yes. I found out the hard way when I was fighting some pirates several years ago. Daemons sink like a stone. I don’t really know why, but the one time I tried to swim in daemon form I never managed to get both feet off the bottom for more than an instant.” He grinned at the lords and shrugged. “Almost drowned myself because in daemon form, I’m even more stubborn than normal.”

    There were grins around the room now, and Lord Buck nodded. “Very well. I hesitate to ask, but could you demonstrate your ability for us? I’d like to see what saved our queen.” The other lords were nodding and murmuring their agreement. 

    Drake looked around the room, then nodded. “Very well. However, I must warn you that few men face a daemon calmly. There is an instinctive fear of daemons in the soul of all men.” With that he raised his arms and transformed, and in an instant the lords faced the horror that had saved Mellody and Rochelle. Seeing the reaction on their faces, Drake hissed, “You asssssked for ittttttt,” his sibilant voice tearing at the lords’ ears. He transformed again, this time back into his human form. Feigning exhaustion, he fell back into his chair and said, “Takes a bit out of me.”

    Lord Buck grasped his wine glass and drained it, never taking his eyes off Drake. “No wonder Rochelle and Mellody are sharing a bed like little girls again. That nightmare creature—no, I shouldn’t say that.”

    “Yes, you should,” Drake said quickly, drawing a frown from the elderly lord. “Daemons are the stuff of nightmares. And of legends. Many of the old tales of demons are really about daemons. They are really very nasty creatures.”

    Lord Nathan slapped his armrests with both hands and stood. “It’s of no consequence. We owe Adept Drake for the life of our queen. And I owe him for my son’s betrothed, once he finishes his term with the army.” Lord Nathan smiled and walked over to the window. “Saunder will be here in a few weeks on rotation. He’ll finish his term here unless Bresardia attacks us again.”

    Drake let a hint of a smile curve his lips. “I’m sure Rochelle will be delighted.”

    All the lords gave him looks of utter shock. “Adept Drake, you forget yourself,” Lord Kerin said softly. 

    Lord Buck looked at his peers and Drake, then let loose a sharp bark of laughter. “Ha! No he doesn’t. We all know it’s true. Rochelle may be discreet, but she’s made her preference clear in the past. Probably another reason for her refusal of Malcom.”

    Lord Alain nodded his agreement. “That, and good sense. I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again now: Bevan wasn’t in his right mind when he agreed to that betrothal.”

    Now Lord Dennis spoke. “If you will excuse me, King Bevan was in failing health, but he was in no way impaired when he agreed to King Malcom’s proposal. I was, after all, his physician.”

    The other lords looked at Lord Dennis closely. “True,” Lord Buck admitted, “but there are forms of influence that a physician would not see. Magic would be an example.”

    “And the king would not let any Magi near him except Mellody, and she was still a student then,” Lord Wesley pointed out. 

    Drake listened for a moment, then shook his head. “No, my lords, magic strong enough to influence the king’s mind that much would have been obvious to even an apprentice mage. But there are other ways to bend a mind.”

    “Such as?” Lord Buck challenged. 

    Drake shrugged. “The king was being medicated. A suggestion whispered into his sleeping ear over and over again would make him believe it was his own idea. There are several other ways, but that is the easiest and sounds like the most likely from what I’ve heard.”

    “But who did the whispering?” Lord Alain asked, looking around. 

    Lord Buck’s face was an immobile mask as he looked around. “Someone with something to gain.”


    Chapter 11

    WORD OF THE FAILED ASSASSINATION ATTEMPT reached Bresardia on the same day the conspirators were executed.

    -{Unfortunate,}- Crawn’s mind voice said. -{They were good tools, though none too bright}-. 

    King Malcom looked at Crawn and gave him a twisted smile. “Yes, and they acted rashly. And just who in the five hells gave them our daggers. That’s like waving a flag saying Bresardia was involved!”

    Crawn looked at the king placidly. -{We were}-

    Malcom harrumphed. “It was clumsy to advertise it.  What’s wrong with simple, unadorned knives? Now Rochelle has something to use against us that will draw allies to her side.”

    Crawn stretched luxuriously and yawned, showing his gleaming white fangs to the king. -{As intended. We can take advantage of it by claiming that it was simply a plot to discredit us. After all, only a clumsy fool would proclaim who he was in such a situation.}-

    Malcom nodded slowly. “Of all the things that they call us, fool isn’t one of them.”

    Crawn again fixed his eyes on the king. -{Except about the female.}-

    Malcom took a deep breath, then let it out in an explosive sigh. “That may be true. Perhaps it is time for a different strategy.”

    Crawn nodded. -{We must take the continent. This time I will be with your army. No human Mage can stand against me, no matter how strong.}-

    The king looked at the Ocellen and nodded. “Very well. I shall instruct General Boatwright to begin his preparations.” 

    * * *

    The palace was in an uproar for twenty days after the assassination attempt, but the day finally came when the queen put her foot down. “Lord Heral, enough is enough. You have found no trace of any other conspirators within the palace. That leads me to believe that whoever is involved is either very clever, or absent. You will remove the men from my bedchamber immediately.” 

    Lord Heral clenched his teeth, making himself look unpleasantly like a bulldog. “Queen Rochelle, we cannot leave you alone...”

    “I won’t be,” the queen snapped back, shocking the commander speechless. “The two most powerful Magi in the kingdom are just a few feet away. Lady Mellody has been with me every night, and Adept Drake has been just the other side of the wall.”

    “Still...”

    “No, Lord Heral. Your men may guard the door, but no one stays in my bedchamber. Is that understood?”

    Lord Heral clenched his teeth again, but finally relented and nodded. “As you command, Your Majesty. I will, however, have ten men in your outer chambers, and ten more guarding the door to Lady Mellody’s suite as well.”

    The queen nodded and raised her hand in dismissal. “That shall be sufficient, Lord Heral.”

    The commander bowed deeply and departed, leaving the lingering impression that he would thoroughly enjoy spanking the queen’s recalcitrant bottom as he all but stomped away. 

    Mellody managed not to giggle until the door closed. “Roe, I think he knows full well why you want his men out of your bedchamber.”

    “I’d bet on it, Melly, but he doesn’t dare say it,” Rochelle answered, hiding her own giggle behind her hand. 

    Saunder and Drake simply looked at one another and smiled, then Saunder stood to go to Rochelle’s side. “He’s a Vernian, Roe. He has to object to our being together until after the ceremony.”

    “Vernian?” Drake asked, leaning forward. “A religion?”

    “Yes, honoring Lady Vern, one of our old gods,” Saunder replied. 

    Mellody elaborated. “The worship of Vern came to Vernardia before we became a kingdom. It was because of Vern’s leadership that we became a kingdom at all. That’s where we got our name: Vernardia, The Land of Vern.”

    Drake paused, remembering a beautiful blue and red dragoness named Vernisdrake. She was of the right age, thirty to thirty-five hundred years old. That would have put her in her ‘adolescent’ phase fifteen hundred to two thousand years in the past. Still, it could have been another dragon. He shrugged and nodded. “I hadn’t looked that far back into the history of the kingdom.”

    “The point is that Vernians have developed a belief that both men and women should be virgins before they are married. That way they will only know one another and will never be tempted by old memories, and they will always be faithful to one another.”

    “Doesn’t work,” Saunder said softly. “Men still go out to see what they are missing, and I suppose women do as well. I prefer Bresin’s teachings.”

    “Don’t we all?” Rochelle asked, grinning broadly. When she saw the look of confusion on Drake’s face she giggled. “Bresin is another of our old gods, but not as old as Vern.”

    “And Bresin founded Bresardia?” Drake guessed. 

    “No, of course not,” Mellody said in an exasperated tone. “Bresardia was founded two hundred and thirty-seven years ago by Lord Eldric Bresard. He named the kingdom and capital after himself after he proclaimed himself a king.” 

    “It doesn’t matter,” Rochelle interrupted, recognizing Mellody’s “lecture tone” and saving Drake a scolding. “Drake will have plenty of time to learn Vernardian history.”

    Mellody glared at Rochelle, then nodded. “Bresin teaches that practice makes perfect. Including practice at lovemaking. Once a person is of age, Bresin’s teachings encourage them to explore and experience all the various pleasures of the body. That way, when they find someone they love, they will have the background to know how good it is and will stay faithful after the vows are said.”

    Drake considered what Mellody had said carefully, then tilted his head to the side and grinned. “I have to admit, I like Bresin’s teachings better.”

    “And I’m ever so glad of it,” Mellody murmured with a sly smile that sent Rochelle into a giggle fit. 

    Mellody and Rochelle traded glances and Mellody stood, taking Drake by the hand and pulling him toward the door. Looking back toward Rochelle and Saunder, she grinned and said, “We will see you in the morning, but not too early.” She added a wink and a giggle before saying, “And try to get at least a little sleep.”

    Laughter and a thrown pillow chased them through the door as they laughed, and Mellody firmly locked the door behind her. “We aren’t going to sleep in our bed tonight, Drake.”

    Drake gave her a puzzled look. “Why not?”

    “Because Roe is loud.” She paused and watched as Drake’s face ran through an array of emotions as he realized what she meant, then he burst out laughing. 

    “Oh, is she? Well, we’ll just have to make other arrangements then, won’t we? The sofa?”

    Mellody nodded. “That’s where I usually sleep the first night Saunder is back.” Drake smiled and focused his mind and magic. The sofa blurred and stretched, becoming longer and wider. 

    Mellody watched in rapt fascination as Drake used more power than she could possibly harness to just make a more comfortable bed. “I’ll never get used to that,” she whispered, making him chuckle once again. 

    “Well, hopefully, you won’t have to. Once things settle down, we’ll be able to focus on more important matters.”

    Mellody nodded and dragged the comforter from the bed. 

    * * *

    Word of the Bresardian attack arrived three days later. Queen Rochelle faced the full court with a young army messenger at her side. “My people, the Army of Bresardia has once again crossed the border. General Preston is gathering his troops and beginning a forced march toward the Bresardian border to stop them again.”

    The queen paused to let the gathered nobles react for a moment, then spoke again. “It pains us, for we wished to have an elaborate wedding for Lady Mellody,” she smiled softly at Mellody, then looked back up at the court, “but we find that time is against us. It is the order of the crown that Lady Adept Mellody Carstairs and Adept Drake Standralson shall be wed at the completion of court today. We further command the presence of the full court to honor our beloved friends.” 

    Lord Glen Hawkinson and his wife, Lady Francine, stood and waited for the queen’s acknowledgement before speaking. “Queen Rochelle, the preparations for Mellody’s wedding are less than half complete.”

    The queen nodded. “We are aware of that, Lord Glen, but this cannot be delayed. It is the desire of the crown that Adept Drake be fighting in his own lands this time. We feel that he will be more…involved…in the war effort than he was when he first routed General Boatwright.”

    Lord Glen and Lady Francine looked up at the gallery where Drake was sitting and nodded, then returned to their seats. 

    Queen Rochelle raised one hand minimally, and Mellody came to her side and knelt. A soft, sad smile touched her lips for a moment, then hardened once again as she looked up. “Adept Drake, attend us,” she commanded, and Drake quickly made his way to kneel before the queen. “Adept Drake, have you any objection to hastening the marriage between yourself and Lady Mellody?”

    Drake managed not to smile as he answered, “No, Your Majesty.”

    “Then so be it. Is the Prelate of Bresin in attendance?”

    An elderly woman in deep blue robes stepped forward from her place in the lower tier and walked forward to kneel in front of the queen. “I am at your service, Queen Rochelle.”

    The queen nodded and gestured her over to the side as she continued. “My noble lords and ladies, court is concluded for today. Please remain where you are for the wedding.” Standing, she waited for Saunder to join her before leaving the dais and taking the Carstairs seats with the peers. 

    The prelate was quickly adjusting to the situation and stepped forward, walking to the center of the step just below the queen’s throne. Mellody and Drake had moved to a point just below her and were looking up expectantly. 

    The prelate smiled as she looked down at the young people before her. “We are gathered here to bind these two people together,” she began, reciting the words she had said hundreds of times in her years as a priestess. “It is in their hearts and minds that we bind them, for only in their hearts and minds can true bindings be made.”

    “Adept Drake Standralson, why have you come before Bresin this day?”

    “I have come before Bresin to wed Lady Adept Mellody Carstairs,” Drake replied. Saunder had coached him on the proper phrases in the early morning hours after the word of the attack had arrived and Mellody had proposed this idea. 

    The prelate nodded and turned to Mellody. “Lady Adept Mellody Carstairs, Heir of Carstairs, why have you come before Bresin this day?”

    “I have come before Bresin to wed Adept Drake Standralson,” Mellody answered, her voice sounding just a trifle triumphant as she spoke the words. 

    Now the prelate looked up at the queen and nodded before continuing. “Do you both come to this union of your free will, without reservation?”

    Drake and Mellody answered together, “We do.”

    “Do you come to this union with the belief that you can spend the rest of your lives happily in one another’s arms?”

    “We do.”

    “Then I greet you with joy, and pronounce you husband and wife.” The prelate smiled, though there was a hint of worry at the corner of her eyes. At this point in most weddings the spectators burst into shouts of joy, but the gathered nobles were almost deathly silent. 

    Mellody stepped away from Drake and turned to face him. “My husband, as is my right, I confer upon you the title of Lord Carstairs.”

    Now the nobles began to applaud politely as Drake turned to face them. That applause became just a little louder as Drake caused his elaborate court clothing to change, becoming a Mage robe in the blue and silver of the Carstairs family for just a moment, then changing once again into the simple robes of an Adept Mage in the Vernardian Army. 

    Mellody’s fine dress had also changed when Drake’s did, becoming a Mage robe in her house colors, only to be replaced by an Army robe matching her husband’s.

    Queen Rochelle stood and took Saunder’s hand, then walked to Mellody and Drake’s side. “We joyfully greet Lord and Lady Adept Carstairs. Take your seats, Lord and Lady Carstairs,” she commanded and Mellody and Drake quickly obeyed. 

    Turning to face the court, Rochelle nodded. “I have ordered the mobilization of the army once again. It is my belief that we must end this conflict once and for all, and to that end I have changed my previous instructions. The Bresardians are not to be simply thrown back this time: They are to be destroyed.” 

    The rustling sound of more than a hundred people gasping echoed through the room as Rochelle stood clasping Saunder’s hand. “Bresardia must come to understand that neither Vernardia nor her queen will ever be theirs.”


    Chapter 12

    CRAWN LED THE ARMY OF BRESARDIA at an easy pace. The Vernardian border garrison had fallen to his magic in moments, and the heartened Bresardians who followed him saw his presence as a sign that the gods were with them. 

    They had marched to and through the Vernardian border town of Woodhead, ten days’ march from the coast, before they learned that a warning had been sent ahead. Crawn was with General Boatwright when he received the news. 

    “My general, the warning has gone out,” a young lieutenant reported, standing stiffly at attention in the presence of his commander and the creature that sat at his side. “A prisoner was bragging that a pigeon was sent to Mount Royal and they expect the army to be marching toward us as we speak.”

    -{It is of no consequence. When the army arrives, they shall be destroyed.}-

    General Boatwright looked at the Ocellen and sighed. “The Adept that the Vernardians hit us with last time will undoubtedly be with them again.”

    -{Such was the plan,}- Crawn said, looking at the general through slitted eyes. -{I shall deal with him. You shall deal with the rest of their army. It is the king’s command that you utterly destroy the Vernardian army this time. No one is to be spared.}-

    * * *

    Drake and Mellody spent one night as husband and wife then prepared to go with General Preston. Drake, however, had plans that he hadn’t told anyone about. 

    Drake reached out and took Mellody by the hand at supper. He said, “Mel, I’m going ahead to stall the Bresardians,” causing Mellody and Rochelle to choke. 

    “No! Drake, they have someone with them who is destroying every Mage they face. You can’t face them alone!” Mellody all but shouted. 

    “Mel, I may be the only one who can face whoever this is. If I can stop them and kill the Adept with them, I doubt General Boatwright will be eager to face me again.”

    “Drake,” Saunder said softly, “it isn’t ethical for you to use your magical abilities against the common soldiers of the Bresardian army.”

    Drake looked at Saunder and nodded. “I won’t. But the Bresardian Ambassador warned us that they were seeking more powerful allies. It’s one of them that I’ll be facing.”

    Saunder shook his head. “You won’t be that far ahead of the main army, Drake. It isn’t worth the risk.”

    Drake smiled a secret little smile that Mellody was already beginning to hate. “I’ll be a lot farther ahead than you think, Saunder.”

    “How?” Rochelle asked. 

    “I can’t tell you,” Drake answered seriously. 

    “Why not?” Mellody demanded, glaring at him. “No secrets, Drake.”

    “One or two secrets, Mel. There are things about me that you aren’t ready to learn yet. Things that you really don’t want to know.”

    “No. Secrets. Drake,” Mellody growled in a harsh tone. 

    Drake folded his napkin and placed it beside his plate. “This is a secret that will have to wait to be shared. I’ll meet you in Blue Ridge.” With that Drake was gone; vanishing from their suite to appear in the stables while his three friends gaped in silent amazement at the chair he had been sitting in. 

    Mellody stood and walked over to his chair and ran her fingers across the back. She whispered, “Be careful, Drake,” then broke down crying in Rochelle’s arms.

    * * *

    Drake pushed his horse mercilessly until they were well away from Mount Royal. Once he was far enough away that he felt safe from observation, he started looking around for a place to change. He soon found a grove of trees that gave way to a clearing bordered by yet another grove. It wasn’t perfect, but it would do. 

    Tying the horse tightly to a tree, Drake walked fifty paces before he began to glow. Cloth tore and fell to the ground as Amberdrake spread his wings over the land of Vernardia for the first time. 

    A quick twist and pounce, and the poor horse joined a long list of its predecessors in Amberdrake’s stomach. Then he took to the air, flying faster than any bird ever dreamt of, and scanned the land below for a more substantial meal. A herd of feral cattle soon joined the horse, and the sated dragon flew on unnoticed. 

    Amberdrake saw the fires below the city of Blue Ridge and circled, his keen vision making out the markings of the Bresardian army clearly in the flickering light. They had left a path of destruction in their wake that almost caused him to attack in draconian form, but a desire to remain with Mellody made him land near a deserted farm and return to human form instead. 

    Magic once again clothed him in army robes, and he quickly walked toward the attacking army. Once he cleared the tree line he called bright golden light to surround himself, drawing the attention of the invaders. 

    Crawn was summoned as soon as Drake was seen. -{So, the Adept. Pity. I had looked forward to the hunt.}- With that the Ocellen stalked forward to meet Drake in clear view of both sides. 

    Drake saw the creature just as the east was beginning to brighten. He stopped, puzzled for a moment, and then identified it. The Ocellen continued to advance as the sun rose to illuminate their battlefield. 

    When the Ocellen was twenty paces away, Drake asked, “What are you doing here? There are no Ocellen in Vernardia.”

    Crawn stopped and looked at the human. -{Long ago there were,}- he answered, snarling. 

    Drake tilted his head to the side as he considered the Ocellen’s assertion. “Far in the distant past, perhaps. What brings you here now?”

    -{I have come to reclaim what once was ours. Long ago this was our land. Our place. Then Lady Vern came with her human followers. She slaughtered us, driving us into the sea, never to return. But some survived in the Mountains of Bresard, and the story of our lost home has been passed down, generation upon generation, until the time was right to take it back.}-

    Drake looked beyond the Ocellen to the Bresardian army and lifted his chin. “And them?”

    -{Tools, nothing more.}-

    Drake nodded. The sun had peeked over the horizon as they talked and the Ocellen seemed to be waiting for something. “What do you intend to do? I’ll do whatever it takes to stop you.”

    Crawn hissed angrily and slashed at Drake, intending to shred him with his magical claws as the Vernardians watched, but his attack slid harmlessly off Drake’s shields. -{I’ll slaughter you, human, and my allies will see that I am the most powerful. From here we shall take back all of Vernardia.}-

    Drake shook his head slowly back and forth. “Sorry, I can’t let that happen. I have plans of my own for Vernardia and its people. I don’t want to destroy you if I don’t have to. Can’t we reach some compromise?”

    Crawn slashed at Drake once again in answer, and Drake raised his arms. A whirlwind quickly engulfed them. The wind picked up dust and dirt, leaves and twigs, and then expanded to leave a cleared space in the center where Drake and Crawn stood facing one another. The wall of debris was hiding them from the eyes of the people of Blue Ridge and the Bresardian army as well. 

    Crawn looked around and hissed his displeasure, striking repeatedly at Drake but having no effect. His confusion was evident. It was if he couldn’t understand how Drake could withstand his attacks. 

    Drake let the corner of his mouth rise in wry amusement. He knew that no human could stand against an Ocellen. Not even the most powerful human Adept could withstand even one exchange against any Ocellen. But Drake wasn’t a human Adept. Bright golden light once again shrouded Drake for an instant. 

    When the light faded, the human was gone. In his place stood a fully-grown male dragon, and Amberdrake grinned down at the big cat.

    As his head slowly rose to look up at the dragon, Crawn could only say one thing; -{Oh, scat, this is going to hurt.}-

    * * *

    The watchers from both sides strained to see what was happening, but aside from some light that shown briefly, no details could be made out through the wall of wind and dust. Then the wind died to reveal the human standing next to a charred hole that had been blasted into the ground. 

    The people of Blue Ridge sent up a cheer, and the Bresardian soldiers cowered back in terror. The invincible Ocellen had been defeated. 

    General Boatwright ordered his men to attack, but Drake attacked first, blasting at the Bresardians with power bolts that sent fountains of soil fifty feet into the sky where they hit. Thunder claps drove men to their knees in pain as they clasped their hands over their ears. Men screamed in terror and broke ranks, running back toward Bresardia as Drake pursued them. Horses went mad and bolted toward the west as the scent of a hunting dragon reached their nostrils, dragging their riders or wagons away. 

    All the while Drake simply walked forward, encouraging the Bresardians to further feats of speed whenever they began to falter.

    * * *

    The leading elements of the Vernardian army reached Blue Ridge sixteen days later, and the tale of Drake’s second rout of the Bresardian Army was quickly sent to Mount Royal. General Preston led his men in the Bresardians’ wake, his eyes haunted by the devastation they had left during their rampage, and finally caught up with Drake on the cliffs overlooking the Bresardian Channel port of Laviston. 

    Drake saw Mellody riding at General Preston’s side and smiled. She looks terrible. Her hair was a mess, and dark circles shadowed both of her lovely eyes…and she was the most beautiful sight he had ever seen. 

    Mellody was out of her saddle and into his arms in an instant. Their kiss lasted an eternity, but then something made her draw back. “Drake, what is—?” she asked, looking at a lump that was moving under Drake’s robe.

    Drake smiled and displayed the creature that had been struggling to get out from between them. An angry little ball of tan fur with black spots and stripes blinked owlishly at Mellody, then meowed and attacked Drake’s hand, gnawing on his thumb and growling in its most ferocious fashion. Drake’s smile turned into a chuckle as the kitten did battle with its most persistent foe. 

    “Darling, I found a kitten. Can I keep it?”

     



    Chapter 13

    THE VERNARDIAN ARMY SET UP AN encampment on the cliffs overlooking Laviston. Word had come that Queen Rochelle was at last willing to listen to her advisors and seize the Bresardian continental province. More troops were on their way to begin the occupation and pacification of the province. It had been decided that simply defending Vernardia from King Malcolm was not going to work. It was time to take the fight to Bresardia.

    Mellody and Drake spent a week with the Army before turning everything over to General Preston and heading home to Blue Ridge. They were joined by a ten-man honor guard of troops that General Preston had insisted on sending with them as they traveled back to the seat of the Carstairs lands. 

    * * *

    The town of Woodhead sat on the border between Vernardia and Bresardia. Drake and Mellody were both angered by the wanton destruction the Bresardian Army had done on their initial rampage into Vernardia. At first the people of Woodhead were cautiously welcoming of the Vernardian soldiers. Then the captain introduced Drake and Mellody.  Upon discovering the identity of their guests, the people of Woodhead prevailed upon their lord and lady to stay the night, though they could offer but poor hospitality after the Bresardian’s depredations.  

    Drake nodded politely as Mellody introduced him to Norm Hastings, the Mayor of Woodhead. “I’m pleased to meet you, Mayor Hastings.”

    “The pleasure is all mine, Lord Drake,” the mayor said softly. His head was bandaged, and he appeared to have lost some teeth. “May I offer you the hospitality of my home?”

    “We are pleased to accept, Mayor Hastings,” Mellody said before Drake could turn him down. 

    The mayor smiled and turned to lead the way. “The Bresardians thoroughly raided us, but we’ve received a good portion of relief from Blue Ridge and the other towns to the south. Please forgive us, for the fare is plain, but it’s the best that we’ve received.”

    Drake smiled softly as he bowed and said, “I’m sure it will be fine, Mayor Hastings.” 

    The mayor led them to a large stone and timber house near the center of town. It had suffered some fire damage, but still appeared sound. A solid-looking woman met them at the door, and the mayor introduced her. “Lord Drake, Lady Mellody, may I please present my wife, Bernice.” 

    Bernice Hastings did an elegant curtsey as she bowed her head to her overlord. “Welcome to our home, Lord Drake and Lady Mellody.” 

    “We are honored by your hospitality, Madame Hastings,” Mellody replied, returning the curtsey. Drake bowed without prompting, and Bernice led them into her home. 

    A servant quickly appeared with a tray of glasses and a decanter of wine, and Bernice poured for all of them. When Drake received his glass, he nodded deeply. “For the welcome we have received under your roof, we are truly grateful,” he said formally. 

    “It is we who are grateful, Lord Drake,” Mayor Hastings replied. “You have delivered us once again from the Bresardian attack.” 

    “And this time there will be no repeat,” Mellody said softly. “Queen Rochelle is not going to relent until King Malcolm accepts his defeat.”

    The mayor nodded. “So the army informed us as they marched past.” He paused and looked closely at Mellody. “As I understand it, there’s no longer going to be a Bresardian continental province. Vernardia is claiming it all as spoils of war. That’s going to cause some problems with the locals. The people of the province consider themselves to be Bresardians and are going to object to becoming Vernardians.” 

    Mellody’s eyes narrowed. “They may object all they wish, but those lands are now Vernardian. And not only that, but they are our lands. Queen Rochelle has decided to return those lands to the Carstairs holding, essentially doubling it.”

    “We get to tame these lands?” Drake asked with a grimace. 

    “We do indeed. There was something of an uproar in the Court when the queen announced her decision.” Mellody smiled at Drake, then transferred her attention to their hosts. “Mayor Hastings, you will be called upon in the near future to expand Woodhead’s influence into the former Bresardian territory.” 

    The mayor nodded deeply, though he had a worried expression on his face. “If that is your wish, Lady Mellody. There may be trouble though. We’ve never enjoyed a friendly relationship with the Bresardians over there.” 

    “They are Vernardians now,” Mellody said tightly, “and you will be the only commoner with an acknowledged rank in the area. As of the time that we captured the area, all town councils were dissolved. We, and we alone, will approve new councils.” 

    The mayor nodded and turned the conversation away from the subject. “Lord Drake, when the Bresardian Army passed through they had a Mage with them that was supposedly invincible. How was it that you were able to rout them so thoroughly?”

    Drake smiled and reached into his robe to scratch the kitten’s ears. “He was very powerful, but not invincible. It took all I had, but I was able to defeat him. It was unfortunate that I had to destroy him to do it.” 

    The mayor nodded. “Indeed, though I don’t know if I would call it unfortunate. Without the possibility of his return the Bresardians may not have the stomach to try us again.” 

    “Perhaps not, perhaps so. King Malcolm still has to capitulate,” Mellody said softly, and then turned to look at the servant that had entered the room. 

    “Master Norm, dinner is served,” the man said softly, then stepped aside and held the door. 

    Mayor Hastings bowed to Drake and Mellody. “If you would precede us, Lord and Lady Carstairs,” he said with a bow and sweep of his arm, “we’ll see what my cook has been able to come up with.” 

    Drake and Mellody followed the servant into the dining room and allowed themselves to be escorted to seats on opposite sides of the table. Norm and Bernice took the head and foot of the table.  

    As soon as everyone was seated the servers entered and began. Drake and Mellody were treated to a good meal of sliced beef in thick brown gravy, hard-crusted sourdough rolls, and sweet butter. Bernice kept glancing at Mellody and Drake, and the worried expression in her eyes finally made Mellody say something. 

    “Bernice, you needn’t worry about the meal. We understand the circumstances. And please remember that we have both been part of the Army for quite some time.” Mellody smiled and almost chuckled. 

    Bernice ducked her head in embarrassment. “Yes, Lady Mellody. Still, I’m embarrassed to serve such a meal to our overlord. It isn’t fitting.” 

    Drake chuckled and wiped his mouth. “Bernice, I’m not nobly born. I’m a commoner from the far north, and this is much more to my taste than the fancy food served in court. Honestly, it’s a good thing I can Heal myself. Otherwise I’d probably have spent every night in Mount Royal with a bellyache.”

    Bernice smiled at that and they finished the meal in a much more relaxed atmosphere. When the meal was through, Drake said, “Mayor Hastings, let me see to your injuries.” 

    The mayor glanced at his wife and received an encouraging nod, so he bowed to Drake. A simple touch on the hand was all it took. 

    “You can remove the bandages now. And your teeth are as they should be.” Norm and Berniece both looked at Drake with awed expressions on their faces.

    Drake and Mellody accepted a room in the mayor’s house and left in the morning to continue on to Blue Ridge. 

    * * *

    Blue Ridge, the capital city of the Carstairs lands, sat on a real ridge of blue-tinted granite that had been thrust up by geologic forces in ages past. A short wall topped the ridge to provide defenders with cover, but no enemy had ever tried the northern approach. To the south, the city was bounded by the deep, fast-flowing Carstairs River, providing yet another all but impassible barrier. East and west were the only approaches where an enemy could hope to successfully attack and the walls on those two approaches stood twenty feet tall and nearly as thick. Made of rock quarried from the granite of the ridge, they had never been breached. 

    Drake and Mellody rode through the west gate under the watchful eyes of a score of guardsmen. A sergeant of the city guard stepped out and addressed the leader of the soldiers who were escorting them. 

    “Your pardon, Captain, but who are you escorting?”

    The captain didn’t slow his horse as he answered. “Lord Drake and Lady Mellody. Why don’t you send a runner ahead to the estate?”

    The sergeant stepped back and quickly went to one knee. “Lord Drake, Lady Mellody, welcome home! Welcome home indeed!” he shouted. Those close enough to hear him shouted even louder, and a cheer went up from the people near the gate. 

    The identity of the visitors flew through the city with the speed of gossip, and soon the road to the Carstairs Estate was lined by people straining to see their savior and overlord. 

    The soldiers split into twin columns, leaving Drake and Mellody alone in the center of the street. The captain had a self-satisfied grin on his face as he led the way to the estate. As the cheering spread, so did his grin. 

    The ride through the center of Blue Ridge to the estate was not a short one. The streets of Blue Ridge hadn’t been laid out by anyone. They had grown like melon vines, following no discernable pattern, as the city grew. The twists and turns had Drake thoroughly confused in short order, but Mellody smiled brightly as she watched the familiar buildings pass by. 

    Drake’s first sight of the Carstairs Estate left him speechless. A high wall of finely dressed blue granite blocks curved off to the left and right of the gate that was centered on the road they were following. The gate stood open, and he could see a massive building that he could only call a castle surrounded by assorted outbuildings. 

    Mellody saw his expression and patted his leg. “It was the original city and fortress from the founding. When the city expanded, my ancestors had everyone move out. We still maintain the fortress as a defensible position, but there hasn’t been room for everyone inside the walls for hundreds of years.”

    Drake nodded, but didn’t say anything. He didn’t have the words to describe how impressed he was. This estate, their home, was as big as Chanders had been when he was a boy.

    A group of people was filing out of the fortress to take up positions by the road as they rode in. The captain led his men off to the side to allow Drake and Mellody to take the lead. 

    Mellody led Drake to where a distinguished looking older man stood and dismounted. “Gavin, it’s so good to see you again,” she said as she dismounted and stepped into his embrace. 

    “Ah, Lady Mel, it’s good to have you home again. So good to have you home,” Gavin said softly as he wrapped his arms around her and squeezed. Easing his embrace, he pulled back a little. He whispered, “You’re being rude, child.” 

    Mellody giggled. Gavin never changes. “Gavin, allow me to present you to Lord Drake Carstairs, my husband.” 

    Gavin let go of Mellody to bow deeply to Drake. “Lord Drake, welcome to your home.” 

    Drake bowed in return, then focused a questioning gaze on Mellody. She understood immediately. “Drake, Gavin is our Lord Chamberlain. He’s been in control of our lands since father died.” 

    Now Drake smiled broadly. “I am pleased to meet you, Lord Gavin.”

    Gavin again bowed deeply. “The pleasure is all mine, Lord Drake. Your home stands ready to receive you. What shall I show you first?” 

    “I believe our suite would be best, Gavin,” Mellody said before Drake could. “I need a bath.” 

    Gavin smiled tolerantly and bowed. “As you wish, Lady Mel. Come along. The grooms will see to your horses. Do you have any baggage?”

    Mellody shook her head as she walked toward the castle. “Just a packet of Army robes, Gavin. We left Mount Royal in such a hurry that I left everything else behind.” Her eyes narrowed as she glared at Drake. “Some people are just too impatient for their own good.” 

    “Now, Lady Mel, Lord Drake’s arrival was very convenient for us. The Bresardians hadn’t tried the walls yet, but they would have within a day or two. As it stands, we didn’t suffer any losses except for the outlying areas and the path the Bresardians took on their way in.”

    “And the trail of destruction he left as he drove them back out,” Mellody said sourly as she glanced sideways at Drake. 

    Drake grinned. “I had to keep ‘em on their toes, Mel. General Boatwright expected me to let him camp early in nice spots of his choosing. He even expected me to respect the sanctity of Bresardian soil and leave him alone once he crossed the border.” Drake smiled and chuckled a little. “He seemed quite put out by my actions.”

    “You shouldn’t have crossed into Bresardian territory without Roe’s approval, Drake,” Mellody said seriously. “That was overstepping yourself by quite a bit.” 

    “Maybe so, but I bet she forgives me.” 

    Mellody grinned and then giggled. “I bet she does.”

    Gavin had been leading them through the castle and stopped in front of a large wooden door. “Lady Mel, you didn’t bring along any maids. Shall I have Rica and Casey come up?”

    “Yes, Gavin, thank you. And send up Sawyer to see to Drake’s needs as well. Those three will do until our servants arrive from Mount Royal.”

    Gavin bowed deeply, then smiled and stepped back to allow Mellody and Drake to enter their suite. 

    Drake took one step into the suite and froze. The antechamber was huge, and apparently did double-duty as a library as well. Shelves of books lined the room, row upon row, from floor to ceiling. Four large, comfortable-looking chairs were by the window.

    Walking slowly forward, he passed through to the sitting room. Here he found a simply decorated room with a low, round table in its center, surrounded by more comfortable-looking chairs. More shelves lined the walls, but these held knick-knacks and busts of men and women. A few large books were spaced around the shelves as well, and Drake noticed that they were ornately bound. 

    Mellody had taken his arm and was leading him to a door on the left wall. This turned out to be the bedchamber. Once again Drake let his amazement stop him in his tracks. This was easily the equal of the Royal Bedchamber of Queen Rochelle back in Mount Royal. 

    Mellody left him standing in the doorway and walked over to a door at the side of the chamber. “I’m going to take a bath, Drake. Want to join me?” She smiled impishly, and that drew him out of his stupor. 

    “Indeed, Mellody. Indeed I do.” 

    Gavin quickly slipped into the bathing room past Mellody and then returned, smiling sheepishly. “I’m afraid the water heater wasn’t lit, Lady Mel. Unless you’d care to take a cold bath, you’ll have to wait.” Turning to Drake, he bowed deeply. “Your forgiveness, Lord Drake, but we weren’t expecting you.” 

    Drake nodded. “Don’t fret, Gavin. I can see to the water. Excuse us, please.” Drake gestured toward the door and Gavin left, but not before he received a nod from Mellody. Drake smiled at that. “He seems to be your devoted mother hen.”

    Mellody let loose a snort of laughter at that observation. “He’s been in charge here for a long time. When Father died, Mother took over, but she stayed with Queen Leda and for the most part left the estate in his hands. When Mother died seven years ago, he became my regent. When I turned sixteen, I officially took over, but I stayed with Roe. So he’s been the acting lord of the Carstairs lands since before I was born.”

    Drake nodded, then crossed the room to where an elaborate copper and brass water heater stood against one wall. A hearty charcoal fire burned beneath it, but Drake wasn’t in the mood to wait for the fire to do its job. Placing one hand on the side of the vessel, he poured energy into it until he had to pull his hand back because of the heat. “This should do,” he said softly as he opened the tap. A stream of steaming hot water sluiced down into a tub that was more than big enough for the two of them. 

    Mellody chuckled. “Showoff. But I’m glad you did that. I didn’t want to wait that long, and I’m itching all over now. It’s amazing that the grime didn’t bother me until I was within sight of our suite, but as soon as I knew I was about to get a bath, I started itching everywhere.” 

    Drake chuckled, then quickly stripped out of his robes. The kitten meowed softly, then hissed at the water and backed away. Drake and Mellody ignored it and quickly slid into the tub. 

    The young lovers took their time getting clean. Backs were scrubbed while they embraced. Fronts were scrubbed in much the same fashion. For nearly an hour they washed and soaked, never losing contact between them. 

    When Mellody finally pronounced her hair clean enough, they stepped out of the bath together. Drake, as usual, simply created clothing for himself, but Mellody shook a finger at him. “You’ve got to stop doing that, Drake.”

    “Why?”

    “Because there are tailors here who will be vying for your business. There’s a lot of prestige associated with being the lord’s tailor.” 

    Drake considered that statement for a moment, then nodded. “And seamstresses who will be fighting over who dresses you.” 

    “Exactly. No more making your own clothes, Drake. Unless it’s an emergency.”

    Drake nodded his understanding, then jumped when the kitten attacked his leg. “I suppose I’d better see to my little friend’s needs right away. He’s going to need a sand box.”

    Mellody smiled and turned toward the door. In her time with Drake she had learned to not be surprised by the little things he did. The kitten had been his constant companion for weeks, and he simply smiled without explaining when she asked him why. 

    Two young maids and a middle-aged man were waiting in the anteroom when Mellody emerged. Rica and Casey stood and curtsied to their mistress, while Sawyer bowed and kept his eyes on the doorway behind her. When Drake emerged, he bowed more deeply and stepped forward.  

    “Lord Drake, welcome. I’m Sawyer Whittier, Lord Gavin’s valet, and I would be happy to see to your needs.” 

    Mellody turned to look over her shoulder at Drake. “Go with Sawyer and let him get you settled, Drake. I’m going into town with Casey and Rica to see some seamstresses. Sawyer,” she waited until Sawyer’s eyes were on her before continuing, “take Lord Drake to the Weaver’s Quarter and introduce him to the Weaver’s Guild Officers. The new Lord of Carstairs is going to need a lot of clothing. To be precise, he’s going to need a full wardrobe. Since Elwin isn’t here and he has no idea what kinds of clothes he needs, you are going to have tell the tailors what to make him. Just don’t let them clean out our treasury.”

    Sawyer gave Mellody a wide grin and bowed.  “As you wish, Lady Mellody. Lord Drake, this way if you please.” He made a sweeping bow toward the door and Drake led the way out of the suite. 


    Chapter 14

    SAWYER QUICKLY CAUGHT UP WITH DRAKE and led the way down to the stables. There they were met by the head groom and stable master. 

    “Jules, this is our new lord, Lord Drake,” Sawyer said as he followed half a pace behind Drake as they entered the stables. “We are going to need the carriage.” When Drake looked over his shoulder, he quickly added, “Unless you’d care to ride, Lord Drake.”

    Drake considered for a moment, then nodded. “I think I’d prefer to ride, Sawyer.”

    Sawyer and Jules bowed deeply, then Jules snapped his fingers at a pair of young men who were peeking around the corner. “You heard the lord. Saddle two horses.” When his helpers disappeared to do his bidding, he turned back to Drake. “I am honored to meet you, Lord Drake. Since Sawyer’s being his normal talkative self, I’ll have to complete our introduction myself.” He flashed an amused grin at Sawyer’s scowling face. “I am Jules Beaudrey, Head Groom and Stable Master of the Carstairs Estate for the past fifteen years. My father was Head Groom before me, and his before him, stretching back eight generations.”

    Drake nodded deeply. “I’m pleased to meet you, Jules.” 

    The two young men quickly reappeared leading a pair of saddled horses, and Jules smiled at them. “Lord Drake, these are my apprentices. My son, Desmond,” the older of the pair bowed, “and this other young man is Halsey Dixon.” Halsey bowed deeply, and Drake inclined his head slightly in acknowledgement. Desmond looked like he was about twenty-five, while Halsey couldn’t have been more than fourteen. 

    Sawyer gestured to the horses, and since neither of them was the horse Drake had ridden in on, he chose the closest. Sawyer took the other horse and led off toward a different gate than the one Drake and Mellody had entered. 

    * * *

    Mellody watched Sawyer lead Drake away, then looked at the two young women facing her. Both wore broad grins. “He’s mine, so stop thinking like that.” 

    Both of the maids began giggling, covering their mouths with their hands. “Yes, Lady Mellody,” Rica finally said as she got control of herself. 

    Mellody smiled and shook her head. “I really don’t need that much as far as my wardrobe is concerned. Mistress Jean will be bringing along most of my things when our servants come out here. Come along, we have to visit the kitchens before we go into town.” 

    Mellody led the two maids down to the estate kitchens and quickly approached the head cook. “Crandal, Lord Drake adopted a kitten and brought it with him. Please have a sand-box filled and placed in our bathing room for it to use. It is also going to need bowls of food and water. And a caretaker. Drake and I are going to be very busy for a year or two.” 

    Crandal bowed deeply as he replied, “Yes, Lady Mellody.” Turning his attention to the rest of his staff, he focused on a tousle-haired young man and nodded. “Cevin, see to it immediately.” The young man took off at a run to do the head cook’s bidding and Crandal smiled as he shook his head. Turning back to Mellody, he bowed, then chuckled at her quizzical expression. “He’s always trying to adopt the stray cats that come around here, Lady Mel. He’ll be the perfect caretaker for Lord Drake’s pet.” 

     Mellody chuckled as she nodded, then took the two maids and went down to the stables. Drake and Sawyer were already gone, and Jules met her at the doors. “Did Drake take the carriage, Jules?”

    “No, Lady Mellody. He preferred to ride.”

    “Well, I don’t. I’ve spent quite enough time in the saddle for a while. Have the carriage prepared, please.” 

    Jules smiled and led the way to a side door. “I thought you might be going to town as well, Lady Mellody, and the carriage is ready. Desmond will drive for you, if that meets your approval.”

    Mellody smiled and allowed Desmond to seat her in the carriage. She noticed that he took just a little longer than necessary to help Rica into the carriage, and hid her own smile. Casey almost had to climb in without his aid because he was so engrossed with Rica. 

    Once the women were secure, Desmond climbed up to the driver’s seat and turned to look back at Mellody. “Where are we headed, Lady Mellody?”

    “Mistress Vidalia’s Seamstress shop, on Evergreen Terrace Row.” 

    * * *

    Sawyer led Drake to the Weaver’s Quarter, and Drake felt a pang of homesickness. It had been over eight hundred years since he’d run headlong to his fate, but weaver’s districts the world ‘round still drew his heart. Sawyer didn’t seem to consider Drake’s silence to be significant as he led the way to an imposing structure with the Loom and Shears of the Weaver’s Guild prominently displayed over the door. 

    Sawyer gestured for Drake to precede him to the door, then darted ahead at the last moment to open the door in front of Drake so he could enter the building without breaking stride, then followed him in. 

    A middle-aged man sat behind a desk in the building’s foyer and stared at Drake for a moment before speaking. “How may I help you, gentlemen?”

    Sawyer stepped to Drake’s side and answered immediately. “This is Lord Drake Carstairs, Lord of Carstairs.”

    The man behind the desk sat back abruptly, almost as if he’d been struck, then he scrambled to his feet and bowed. “Lord Drake, welcome. Please forgive my rudeness, I didn’t know who you were.” 

    Drake nodded. “Quite all right.”

    “Lord Drake is here to meet the Guild Officers. He’ll be needing some tailors as well. He wasn’t able to bring much with him from Mount Royal,” Sawyer explained and saw the man relax slightly. 

    Looking at Drake, he smiled and bowed. “A moment, please, Lord Drake, and I’ll announce you to the masters.” He bowed and, at Drake’s nod, quickly left through a door that was directly behind his desk. 

    Drake looked around the room and felt the muscles in his shoulders relax. The room was decorated with ancient tools of the trade, tools that young Drake had learned to use at his father’s knee. He was running a fond finger over a time-blackened shuttle when the man returned. 

    “This way, if you please, Lord Drake, and the Officers of the Guild would be pleased to receive you.” 

    Drake followed the man down a short corridor to a room marked with the Weaver’s Guild crest on the door. Opening the door and stepping aside, he bowed deeply. “Lord Drake, I present you to the Weaver’s Guild of Carstairs.” 

    Drake nodded his thanks, then entered the room. Three men and two women stood in a semicircle in front of a long table. Almost as one the men bowed while the women curtseyed deeply. 

    The man in the center of the group spoke once everyone had straightened. “Lord Drake, I am Master Weaver Leman Killean, Grand Master Weaver of the Carstairs Lands. To my right is Master Weaver Roxanne Anklam. To my left is Master Weaver Alard Jaffe. To Roxanne’s right is Master Weaver Garth Acron, and to Alard’s left is Master Weaver Annelise Isaac. The five of us are the ruling council of the Weaver’s Guild in your lands and holdings.” 

    Drake nodded to each master in turn, then more deeply as the introductions were completed. “I am pleased to meet you all. This is Sawyer Whittier. He’s filling in as my valet for the time being.”

    Master Killean nodded to Sawyer, then turned his attention back to Drake. “Frazer informs us that you are in need of a tailor, Lord Drake. Our ranks include many Master Tailors, and we would be pleased to introduce you to them so you may make your selection.” 

    Drake nodded, but Sawyer spoke before he could say anything. “Lord Drake will be needing a full wardrobe, Master Weaver Killean. What you see, and a few Army Mage Robes, represent his full wardrobe as of this time.”

    The masters exchanged glances and a few shocked comments quickly before Master Killean silenced them. “That will either take a long time, or a large number of tailors, Lord Drake.” 

    Drake nodded. “I would prefer to use a number of tailors, Master Weaver. That way I can sample several tailors’ wares before choosing who will be my official tailor. Sawyer, how many suits of clothes am I going to be needing?”

    Sawyer managed to repress his amusement, though there was a definite twinkle in his eye when he replied. “Thirty-one, Lord Drake, minus what your servants bring from Blue Ridge.”

    Drake nodded and ignored the stunned looks he was receiving from the Master Weavers. “In that case, we’d better plan on about twenty-three. I didn’t have much of a wardrobe in the palace.” The sound of someone clearing his throat drew Drake’s attention. “Yes, Master Killean?”

    “Lord Drake, there are currently only nine Master Tailors in Blue Ridge. There hasn’t been enough business to keep more employed.”

    Drake nodded. “That should be sufficient. I don’t need everything immediately. Are their shops close by?”

    * * *

    Desmond pulled the carriage to a stop at the entrance of Mistress Vidalia’s Seamstress shop and scrambled down to help the women. The Carstairs Crest on the carriage door drew the attention of those who walked past, and a small crowd soon gathered. Mellody smiled brightly at everyone. She hadn’t been home in more than a year, and she greeted everyone who approached her. 

    Mistress Vidalia came out of her shop to see what the commotion was and stopped dead in her tracks when she saw the carriage. It had been years since Lady Ravina had died, and Lady Shelina had only come out to the estate once a year to hold Lord’s Court. Lady Mellody hadn’t even done that, delegating that duty to Lord Gavin. Now, once again, the Lady of Carstairs was in residence. 

    Mistress Vidalia stepped toward the young women and smiled brightly at them. “Lady Mellody, welcome to my humble shop.” 

    Mellody turned and smiled at Vidalia. Though she’d never met the woman in person before, she’d been regaled with tales of Vidalia’s wondrous fashions for most of her life. Her mother and grandmother had both raved of Vidalia’s skill, and Queen Leda had even made a special trip to Blue Ridge to have Vidalia design and make a gown for the celebration of King Bevan’s tenth year on the throne. Now it was Mellody’s turn. 

    “Mistress Vidalia, I am pleased to meet you at last. I’ve heard so many stories about you that I feel as if we’ve been friends for ages. I’m in need of some dresses.”


    Chapter 15

    DRAKE RETURNED TO THE ESTATE LONG before Mellody. That was what he had expected. He went in search of his kitten, and found him in the kitchen. 

    “Well, little one, you seem to have found yourself a realm to rule.” He chuckled, and the kitten gave him a look of aloof boredom. 

    A boy hurried over and bowed deeply. “Lord Drake, I’m Cevin. Lady Mellody asked the cook for me to take care of your pet, m’Lord.”

    “Very well, Cevin. He seems content here, so you’re doing a fine job. Back to work, now.” Cevin bowed again and hurried back to his task. 

    A short, rotund man had come over and now he bowed to Drake. “Lord Drake, I am Crandal Jakala, Head Cook to the Carstairs family since my father’s death sixteen years ago. How may I be of service?”

    Drake nodded toward the kitten. “Just checking on my little friend over there. I’m sure Mellody is going to have some instructions for you, but I’m easy to please. I prefer beer or ale to wine in most instances. I’m common born, so my tastes aren’t as refined as Mellody’s.”

    Crandal bowed. “As you wish, Lord Drake.”

    “I’ve also spent quite a few years hanging around taverns and inns, and I fancy myself something of a brewer. I’ll provide a list of the supplies I’ll need, but that will be after we see to our new lands.”

    Crandal again bowed deeply. “Yes, Lord Drake.”

    Drake smiled and went over to the kitten. “You behave, Crawn,” he admonished the little beast, then left the kitchen.

    Drake wandered the estate, aimlessly exploring his newest residence. He found the estate to be an elegant home with just a few traces of its martial beginnings. What had started as a defensive fort was now a palace in all but name. 

    Gavan found him after several hours. “Lord Drake, Lady Mellody requests your presence in the Lord’s Office.”

    “Where’s that?” Drake asked as his eyebrows drew down in puzzlement.

    Gavan bowed slightly as he replied, “It is next to the estate library, Lord Drake.”

    “We have a library other than the one in our suite?”

    Gavan bowed again as he said, “This way, Lord Drake.” He led Drake across half the estate to a library that rivaled the one in the palace.

    “This is impressive,” Drake commented as Gavan led him across the room. 

    “We have copies of all but a few of the books in the King’s College Library in Mount Royal. In the distant past one of the Lords of Carstairs commissioned this library in an effort to establish a college here in Blue Ridge. It never came to be, but every time a new scientific or historical text is published, we buy a copy.”

    Drake felt his eyebrows rise. “That must be expensive.”

    “True,” Gavan agreed, “but the previous lords felt it was worth it.” The look he gave Drake asked a question, and Drake answered it.

    “I guess I do as well. I’ve just never settled long enough to have a place to put one.”

    Gavan opened a door and bowed Drake through. “This is the Lord’s Office, Lord Drake.”

    Drake said, “Thank you, Lord Gavan,” as he passed into the room.

    “There you are,” Mellody said as he entered. “Where did you get off to?”

    Drake smiled and kissed her before saying, “Just exploring.”

    “And?”

    “I’m impressed. This place is nearly the size of the palace.”

    Mellody’s smile deepened. “At one time it was larger. One of my ancestors had it enlarged to intentionally tweak the king’s nose. They were brothers, and the king was the younger of the two. They nearly bankrupted us with their contests. In the end the king’s palace was larger by three rooms. It’s been added to many times since then.”

    Drake laughed. “I can just imagine you and Rochelle getting into a contest like that.”

    Mellody shook her head as she laughed. “No, not us. The palace is about fifteen percent larger now. We’d never be able to afford that level of construction. No, we’re going to have to be content with having the most land. As far as I can tell, our lands now exceed the Feldman lands by about three percent.”

    Drake shook his head. “And half of it is going to fight us tooth and nail.”

    Mellody sighed and shook her head sadly. “Unfortunately. But we are going to get some help. I have a letter from Roe explaining that General Preston is going to remain here with his regular army units. It was waiting for us when we arrived. He is going to deal with the remnants of the Bresardian army and border guards. We just have to establish order after they are through.”

    Drake nodded and walked over to the wall behind her. On it was a large map of the Carstairs lands done in fine detail with roads and towns laid out, and notations about the population and industry in each town. A large area between Carstairs and the channel was simply named Bresardia, and only showed the major trade routes that crossed from Vernardia into that area, and a few of the major cities. Drake wasn’t surprised to see that all but one of them were ports.

    “It’s kind of odd shaped, isn’t it?” he murmured.

    Mellody stood and joined him, snuggling under his arm. “There’s a reason.” She drew her finger across the border line. “That line is how far they managed to push into the mainland when Bresardia split off. That’s another reason Roe wants us to have that land: it originally was ours.”

    “Oh?”

    “The island belonged to the Bresard family, and was the largest single holding by a wide margin. When Lord Bresard proclaimed himself King Bresard and renamed the island the Kingdom of Bresardia, it caused a very uncivil war of secession. Thousands died on both sides. Eventually we came to terms, and the border was set where the troops stopped. Now our lands are whole once again. And it’s all because of you.”

    Drake smiled. “Consider it a belated wedding present.”

    Now it was Mellody’s turn to chuckle. “Don’t you think Roe deserves some credit?”

    Drake’s nose wrinkled as he replied, “Yes, but just a little.”

    * * *

    Crandal had prepared a magnificent feast to welcome Drake and Mellody to their home. The entire estate staff, turned out in their most formal attire, lined the walls of the dining hall as Drake, dressed in a suit that Mellody had reluctantly allowed him to make for himself, escorted her to her chair at the foot of the table, then walked back to his own seat at the head. 

    Mellody smiled down the length of the table before saying, “Drake, Lord Carstairs, take possession of this, your table, and the estate in which it resides.”

    Drake replied as she had coached him. “Mellody, Lady Carstairs, by this meal in the ancestral seat of the Carstairs lands, I take upon myself the duties, rights, and obligations of the Lord of Carstairs. I pledge myself to the prosperity of our people and our lands, as a father pledges himself to his children.”

    “Then take your seat, Lord Drake Carstairs,” Mellody replied, “and take this estate and all who reside here as your own.” Drake sat, and Mellody sat just a breath later. 

    Gavan walked to Drake’s side and bowed, then asked, “Lord Drake, shall I have Crandal begin serving the evening meal?” At Drake’s nod, he turned and inclined his head ever so slightly. 

    Crandal, dressed in an immaculate white suit, walked forward while two servants in white pushed a cart behind him. Crandal stopped and bowed to Drake, then turned to the cart. At his gesture, the cover was removed. 

    “Lord Drake, in honor of your first meal under this roof, we present you with the Lord’s Feast: venison from the Carstairs woodlands, grain and vegetables from the Carstairs farmland, fruit from the Carstairs orchards, fowl from the Carstairs coops, fish from the Carstairs river, wine from the Carstairs vineyard, and beer from the Carstairs brewery.”

    Drake nodded his approval, then said, “You may serve.” Crandal placed a small portion of each dish onto Drake’s plate and filled both of his glasses, then stepped back, looking expectantly at Drake. 

    Drake kept his hands in his lap as he looked the length of the table, and smiled as he deviated from the ceremony. “Serve Lady Mellody as well. She is my wife, my mate, my love, and my equal in all things.”

    Crandal bowed as his eyebrows rose, then guided his helpers to the foot of the table while Drake sat and smiled. Only after Mellody’s plate matched his did Drake pick up his fork. 

    “Mellody, Lady Carstairs, join me now as my equal in all things, as is the custom of my people in the north.”

    Mellody picked up her fork as a trembling smile curved her lips. As Drake had done, she picked up a piece of venison and, at the same time as Drake, placed it in her mouth.

    Gavan stepped forward again and bowed deeply. “By the consumption of the Lord’s Feast, Lord Drake and Lady Mellody have taken possession of the Carstairs lands and people. Let us celebrate their ascension.”

    Almost as one the servants let out a cheer that rattled the windows.

    * * *

    Later, when they were alone in their bedroom, Mellody hugged him and asked, “Drake, what made you change the ceremony like that?”

    Drake chuckled. “Just making a point. I am a stranger to this kingdom, and I have and always will have different ideas about how things should be done. If I’m off somewhere, you have full authority.”

    “I would have anyway,” she chuckled. “The rights of the Lady come forth in the absence of the Lord.”

    Drake chuckled. “But what about if I’m here and you see me making a terrible decision? This way you can overrule me and explain it later.”

    Mellody sighed and laid her head against his chest. “You are so different.”

    Drake chuckled again. “That’s kind of the point, isn’t it?”

    Mellody pulled back a little to look up into his face. “Yes, my love, it is.” She patted his chest and then laid her head against him again. “Yes, that is precisely the point. Tomorrow we will hold Lord’s Court and you will meet all of the notable citizens of Blue Ridge.”

    Drake nodded, even though he knew she couldn’t see. “Eventually I’d like to meet everyone. I’m interested in the common people as well as the nobility.” 

    Mellody stepped back and looked him in the eyes again. “And after Blue Ridge, we are going to have to tour our lands and meet the mayors. And then our new lands and appoint mayors there.”

    “Do you think we should do that first? The new lands, I mean.”

    Mellody shook her head. “No. I think we should let General Preston and his men clean out the Bresardian Army first.”


    Chapter 16

    KING MALCOM WAS IN A TOWERING rage as he stormed around his court. The room was populated by the lords and ladies of Bresardia in all their splendor. Most of them were still in shock at how quickly things had fallen apart, and a low buzz of conversation filled the room. 

    King Malcom turned on General Boatwright and shouted, “How dare that bitch seize our lands!? That is Bresardian soil! Prepare the army! I want our province back!”

    General Boatwright stood and dared to glare at his king. “No, Your Majesty.”

    The king shrieked, “What?!” as the nobles fell silent around them.

    The general stepped closer to his king and explained, “Your Majesty, we are overmatched. We have no way to counter Lord Drake.”

    King Malcom screamed in rage and tried to plunge a dagger into General Boatwright’s chest, but the general simply swatted his king’s rush aside.

    “I wouldn’t try that again, Your Majesty. This debacle is your doing. Your obsession with Princess Rochelle gave that creature hold over you. But Lord Drake not only defeated it, he destroyed it! All that was left of the ‘almighty Ocellen Crawn’ was a smoking hole in the ground.”

    King Malcom stumbled back a step then shouted, “How dare you speak to me like that!”

    “I dare because it’s time someone did,” the general snarled. “Your fool notion of marrying Queen Rochelle and becoming king of a unified Bresardia and Vernardia was vanity. Pure and simple vanity.”

    The general looked like he’d eaten something bitter as he continued. “I lost seventeen thousand men in the first part of the war before Lord Drake sent us packing. I lost another thousand before Lord Drake killed Crawn and sent us home with our tails between our legs the second time. Another twenty-five thousand are lost to us in the forts and guard posts on the continent. You and that creature have nearly bankrupted the kingdom with your dreams of conquest. The army will no longer support you.”

    “What!? I am your king! Your lives are mine, pledged to my service!”

    “We are pledged to Bresardia’s service, not yours. If it is in Bresardia’s best interest, we are not only allowed, but required to protect it from your excesses.” 

    King Malcom screamed, “Traitor!” then turned to his guards. “Seize him! Flavian Boatwright is no longer our general! Throw him in the dungeons!”

    General Cavington of the Royal Guard stepped forward and bowed slightly. “Your Majesty, you are overwrought. Perhaps you should retire to your personal quarters and rest.”

    The king snarled, “You traitor! You’re siding with him against me!”

    The general stared his sovereign in the eye as he replied, “No, King Malcom, I am siding with Bresardia against you. As is my duty. You’ve succeeded in throwing away one fifth of the kingdom and half of the army.”

    King Malcom screamed, “I have the right!”

    General Cavington’s knife slid into his king’s chest to the hilt. He whispered, “And I have the duty,” as he looked into the dying man’s eyes. 

    Even General Boatwright looked disturbed by how quickly General Cavington had acted. Turning to the gathered nobles, he bowed slightly. 

    “My noble lords and ladies, a conclave must be convened to decide the succession. King Malcom has no heir of his body.”

    * * *

    Drake sat in the ornate chair at the end of the great hall and presided as the elite of the Blue Ridge society were introduced. As Gavan introduced each lord and lady, they bowed or curtsied as they pledged their loyalty, and Drake bowed his head in acceptance.

    Mellody was obviously having a fine time off to the side, smiling as people she had known for most of her life met her husband. Watching the men who had tried to get Rochelle to force her to marry them bow to Drake drew an especially nasty smile. 

    Finally, just before the midday meal was ready, the last of them left the hall and Drake wilted in his chair. 

    He muttered, “I’d rather cut firewood than go through that again.”

    Mellody laughed merrily. “That’s the worst of them. Most of our towns only have five or six noble families.”

    Drake sighed mightily and shook his head. “I need a beer.”

    Mellody laughed again and led the way to their sitting room. Rica was there and provided refreshments as soon as they indicated their preference. Mellody had beer with Drake for a change. 

    “I don’t want to go out until the rest of our servants join us,” Mellody said as she sipped her beer. “And we really should wait until the tailors deliver some more of your wardrobe. Making your own clothes sets a bad precedent.”

    Drake nodded. “As you wish, my love. As you wish. Elwin will be bringing all my other stuff from Mount Royal as well. Did I ever tell you how much gold I was carrying?”

    “You said a lot, but not a specific number. Why?”

    Drake smiled at her. “I arrived in Vernardia with three hundred Shreverston gold crowns, and I’ve spent less than five of them.”

    Mellody sat as still as a statue. “I knew you were carrying a lot, but that’s more than we have in our treasury. I don’t know what the exchange rate is, but still—” She shook her head sharply. 

    “It’s about eighteen Vernardian gold crowns to one Shreverston crown. That makes about five thousand Vernardian gold crowns. Lieutenant Curtis told me I was carrying about a month’s pay for the army.”

    “Much more,” Mellody agreed. “You really weren’t planning to work for a few years, were you?”

    “No, I wasn’t.”

    “Why did you bring it up now?”

    Drake thought for a moment, then smiled. “I wanted you to know that we’re financially secure enough to absorb the costs of our new lands.” Now he laughed. “I also don’t want you to scrimp on yourself. Carstairs is a well-off estate, but I noticed how you looked when we were talking about building. We can afford to do just about anything you want to do.”

    Mellody smiled, then chuckled, and finally almost screamed with laughter. “Oh, Drake, so many of my friends thought you were just after my money! And you already had twice what was in the Carstairs’ treasury!”

    “And now we have it.” Mellody looked puzzled, so he continued. “There’s an old marriage ceremony up north. At the end the man gives his wife his name, and with it everything he owns. I may have taken your name, but I still believe that when I did, everything I had became yours.”

    “And everything I had became yours as well,” Mellody continued. 

    Drake nodded. “So, dear wife, what were you looking so wistful about?”

    “I want to teach. It’s the responsibility of every Adept to teach at least two Apprentices. I want to have a mage school.” She grinned at Drake again. “And maybe a regular school as well.”

    Drake nodded, hiding his surprise that it was something so practical. “So do it. I’ll help. I suppose I should fulfill my duty as well. After all, I am an Adept.”

    Mellody’s smile deepened. “After we tour our lands and meet the nobles. We are going to have to manage our holding as well.”

    Drake let his expression sag. “I knew there was a catch.”

    * * *

    It took an additional twelve days for their servants and baggage to arrive from Mount Royal. Mistress Jeanette led all ten of Mellody’s maids into the suite, while Elwin led Luther and Drake’s maids behind them. 

    Xylina Anderman had been added to Drake’s cadre of servants to replace Phyllis. Drake had seen her around Mount Royal, but hadn’t expected to see the woman again. She was a pretty, sharp-faced woman with almond-shaped eyes that marked her as having Cornardian ancestry. Fortunately for Drake, she was in her forties, and Mellody had chosen her.

    Once all the servants were present, Mellody addressed them with Drake standing close behind her right shoulder. 

    “Lord Drake changed the ascension ceremony so we are equals. That means that Matron Jeanette is the senior servant. Elwin, that places you in a secondary position. Do you have a problem with that?”

    Elwin looked startled for an instant then recovered his wits and bowed. “No, Lady Mel, of course not.”

    Mellody smirked as she replied, “I didn’t think you would, but I wanted it to be clear. Jean, you know Gavan and he knows you. As Lord Chamberlain he’s in charge of the estate. All of you remember that. Outside of this suite, Lord Chamberlain Deltree has control. Inside, Matron Jean has control. Any questions?”

    Luther raised his hand slightly and waited for Mellody’s nod before asking, “Lady Mellody, where’s the necessary?”

    Mellody smiled and pointed at a door to the left and said, “Servant’s quarters. Hurry along, now.” She smiled as Luther bolted for the door, then addressed the rest of the servants. “You may all take until the midday meal to settle yourselves. Matron Jean will assign your quarters. Dismissed.” All of the servants bowed or curtsied, then filed away behind Matron Jeanette. 

    Drake chuckled, “And after we all eat, they can settle our wardrobes.” Eleven of Drake’s tailor-made suits had been delivered and Sawyer had seen to them, but Elwin had brought along nine sets of clothing that Drake had been forced to keep at the palace.

    Mellody chuckled in return. “I’ll bet it takes more than one day to arrange things to Jean’s satisfaction.”

    Two days later Mellody nodded her approval of Jean’s arrangements. “Very good. We will be leaving on our tour of ascension in six days. You and four of the maids, along with Elwin and Luther, will go with us. I know how much you enjoy dressing me up, but we only want to bring one wagon for our wardrobe.” She smiled at Jeanette’s affronted look. “Mix and match for both of us, Jean. Make sure Elwin understands.”


    Chapter 17

    DRAKE AND MELLODY RODE OUT OF Blue Ridge with the carriage and a cargo wagon behind them. Halsey Dixon drove the carriage and a swarthy young teamster drove the wagon. The servants were spread out between them.

    “Mellody,” Drake asked, “how long is this going to take?”

    Mellody grimaced as she replied, “About seventy days for our original holdings, and probably twice that for the new lands.” Drake muttered but let it go. He’d known the answer, but was hoping she’d give him better news. 

    The first town on their trip was Maiden’s Bridge, a large community on the Carstairs River just two day’s ride from Blue Ridge. They rode into town with the setting sun in their eyes and stopped in front of the Maiden’s Sorrow Inn. 

    Drake looked up and felt his pulse quicken. In the lower corner of the sign was a gilded carving of a dragon. 

    “This is one of the finest inns on our lands, Drake,” Mellody said as she dismounted. “It’s run by the Amberdrake’s Children Trading House from up on the Brondian Continent.”

    Drake smiled as he replied, “I’m familiar with them, Mel. I try to stay in their inns when I can.”

    Drake looked at Elwin and nodded. “Go announce us.” Elwin smiled and bowed, then marched up the stairs. 

    Even through the doors and down the stairs they could hear him say, “Your attention, please. Lord Drake and Lady Mellody Carstairs have chosen to grace your establishment by staying the night. Let an appropriate suite be prepared.”

    Drake looked at Mellody and grinned. “He’s enjoying that way too much.”

    Mellody laughed and said, “He has a right to, Drake. He is the valet of a man who is not only one of the great lords of Vernardia, but also the most powerful Mage in the world and a hero of the kingdom. He has every right to be full of himself.”

    Drake chuckled. “He’s full of something, all right. Do we wait here or go up?”

    “He’ll be down with the innkeeper in a moment.” She looked around. “This is one of our largest cities. The census showed twenty-six thousand people in the area, and seven lords. We’ll have to give them a day or so to prepare a greeting for us.”

    Drake nodded, then his attention was drawn to the stairs as Elwin led a well-fed man down to them. The man fell to his knees and bowed deeply as Elwin announced, “Lord Drake Carstairs, Lady Mellody Carstairs, please allow me to present Innkeeper Marlas Grantsport.”

    Drake nodded as Mellody said, “Stand, Innkeeper Marlas,” in a gentle tone.

    Marlas stood and bowed again before saying, “We welcome your return, Lady Mellody.” His eyes darted toward Drake and Mellody chuckled again. 

    “Marlas, Lord Drake and I are both pleased to stay at your fine inn. As you might know, he’s from up on the Brondian Continent, and he knows your family’s inns up there.”

    Marlas gave Drake a look of wonder and Drake smiled in return. “I stay at inns run by Amberdrake’s Children by preference,” he said as he bowed his head slightly. “Your family brews the best beers and ales.”

    Mellody giggled as she looked up at him, then back toward Marlas. “That’s an unsubtle hint that he’s thirsty.”

    Marlas bowed, then turned and all but ran up the stairs. Drake laughed as he led Mellody up the stairs at a more reasonable pace. They had barely chosen a table before Marlas placed two large mugs of beer in front of them. 

    “Lord Drake, I hope this is to your liking.”

    Drake nodded and tried the beer. It was a thick, hearty brew, much like his own. He sat back and smiled. “That’s good. That’s very good beer.”

    Mellody giggled. “Roe calls it liquid bread.”

    “She’s been here?” Drake asked. 

    “No,” Mellody said softly as she shook her head. “I had a cask shipped to Mount Royal before King Bevan died. He only got a little of it, but he and Roe both liked it.”

    Marlas was beaming with pride at Mellody’s comment and bowed deeply. “I am honored to know my brew was able to provide our late king with some measure of comfort. What else may I bring you?”

    Drake glanced at Mellody, and at the negative shake of her head, he replied, “This will do for now, Marlas. Please show our servants to a suite, and send someone to inform the City Council that we are here.”

    Marlas bowed deeply as he said, “At once, Lord Drake.” Then he took one step backwards before turning to go. 

    Mellody smiled as she sipped her beer. “This really is the best beer in Vernardia.”

    Drake grinned back at her. “Wait ‘til you taste mine.”

    Mellody’s head tilted to the side as she asked, “Yours?”

    Now Drake chuckled. “Mine. I used to be very good friends with an innkeeper, and we experimented until we had a brew that was even better than this. I intend to start a batch when we return to Blue Ridge.”

    Mellody smiled and took another sip. “I look forward to tasting it.”

    It took less than an hour for the members of the city council to join them at the inn. Mellody smiled as she made the initial introductions. 

    “Mayor Rachaun Hunt, this is my husband, Lord Drake.”

    The mayor appeared to be a nervous wreck as he bowed deeply to Drake. He was in his later years, sixty at the least by Drake’s estimate, and his thick hair was gray as a storm-cloud. 

    “L-Lord Drake, it is an honor to meet you,” the mayor finally said as he straightened. 

    Drake bowed his head minimally. “I am pleased to meet you, Mayor Hunt.” Looking behind the mayor, Drake asked, “Is this your council?”

    The mayor actually shook as he replied, “No, Lord Drake. No. Most of the councilors live out away from town. I’ve sent riders out to all of them.”

    “What are you afraid of, Mayor Hunt?” Mellody asked in a puzzled tone. 

    The mayor turned toward her and whispered, “The lord, Lady Mellody.”

    Mellody said, “Drake?” The mayor nodded, then seemed to collapse in on himself. “Why?”

    The mayor glanced at Drake before whispering, “The rumors.”

    “What rumors?” Mellody asked.

    “That we are all going to be replaced by his people.”

    “Oh, that’s just silly,” Mellody murmured. “He doesn’t know that many people, Rachaun. Now quit acting like you got caught cheating on your taxes.” The mayor flinched, which made Mellody ask, “You haven’t been cheating on your taxes, have you?” The mayor seemed to collapse even farther as he nodded. “Oh, Rachaun.”

    The mayor began crying as Mellody moved closer. “You will provide me with a full accounting, Rachaun Hunt, and full restitution for any and all shortages.”

    “Yes, Lady Mellody.”

    “Go now and spread the word that we will be inspecting all accounts in search of tax cheats. And move out of the mayor’s residence. You are dismissed. Be prompt with your reparations or you’ll be jailed.” The mayor sobbed, then stood and backed away.

    Mellody looked at Drake and shook her head. “I hope this isn’t the beginning of a pattern.”

    “But you’re afraid it is,” Drake continued for her.

    “Yes, I’m afraid it is,” she admitted. 

    Drake smiled as he put his arm around her shoulders. “Don’t let it upset you too much, darling. We’re not short on money.”

    “I don’t care about the money, Drake. It’s the principle. It’s being betrayed by people I’d placed my trust in.”

    Drake squeezed her shoulders and guided her back to their table, completely ignoring the two men who crept out of the inn behind the mayor. A serving girl carried a tray over with Jeanette right beside her.

    She said, “Lady Mellody, you should eat something.” At Mellody’s nod she placed plates of sliced sausage, cheese, pickled peppers, and bread in front of both of them. 

    Drake picked up his beer, drained it, then looked at Jeanette. She didn’t have to be told what he wanted. 

    Luther carried another beer over and placed it in front of Drake. Elwin was just a step behind him, supervising his apprentice.

    “Here is your beer, m’Lord,” Luther said with a bow. 

    Drake smiled and said, “Thank you, Luther.” 

    Luther bowed and stepped back, then glanced up at Elwin. At Elwin’s smile, he relaxed and smiled as well.

    Mellody sighed deeply and nibbled some sausage. “We’re going to have to extend our trip, Drake. I never suspected that the people I’d left in charge of our lands would betray me.”

    “Don’t let one bad apple spoil the barrel, Mellody. Human nature isn’t always what we’d like it to be.”

    Drake and Mellody were left alone until just before midday the next day. A group of twelve men and women arrived at the inn and requested an audience. 

    Drake borrowed a private dining room and had Elwin and Luther arrange the room in a circle with his and Mellody’s chairs facing the door. Once everyone was seated, Mellody addressed the gathered nobles.

    “We have discovered a distressing bit of information: Mayor Hunt has been cheating on his taxes. He has been dismissed from our service, and we are demanding that he make full restitution for his misdeeds. We will be inspecting all of the accounts,” she paused to glance around, “to determine who has and has not been paying their taxes.”

    Only one of the couples looked uncomfortable at Mellody’s announcement. She looked at them and almost whispered, “Lord Jarlath Agerwald, don’t tell me you’ve betrayed my trust.”

    The lord and lady both stared at the floor for a moment, then he stood to address his overlord. “I have, Lady Mellody. I held back half my tax for the last two years. I would offer a reason, if I may?” At Mellody’s nod he continued. “Lady Mellody, Lord Drake, I hired men to maintain the King’s Road through my lands because Mayor Hunt wasn’t doing it.”

    Now another lord stood. “I must make the same confession for the same reasons, Lord and Lady Carstairs.”

    The others stood one at a time until only one couple remained seated. When the others looked at them, the lord snarled, “I’ve paid my share to the Crown and to Carstairs, and still maintained the roads. True, there’s not much of the King’s Road that touches my lands, but I saw to my roads and the King’s Road just the same.”

    Mellody was looking at all of them with hooded eyes. “Return to your seats,” she commanded and waited until every eye was on her before continuing. “I am severely disappointed in all of you except Lord Dedrick and Lady Tessah Coalton.” She looked at Drake and he stood to take over. 

    “Those of you who held back to pay for road repairs will provide us with a full accounting of what was held back and what was spent. And, my lords and ladies, it had better be an accurate accounting.” Drake let a touch of power make his eyes glow for a moment. “Rest assured that we will expect repayment of any excess, but we will repay any moneys you are due. But this will be the one and only time we will make this accommodation.”

    Lady Tessah asked, “What of that thief, Rachaun Hunt, Lord Drake?”

    Drake took a deep breath and let it out slowly as he shook his head. “We will deal with him once we find out what damage he’s done and how much tax money he’s taken.”

    “We’ll also be appointing a new mayor and council before we leave,” Mellody said from her seat. “If any of you are on the existing council—”

    “None of us are, Lady Mellody,” Lady Tessah interjected.

    Mellody nodded. “Very well. The new council will not contain any members of the old council. The reaction of those members who were here yesterday was enough to indicate that they knew what Rachaun was doing. We will see to that over the next few days.”

    “And a new Lord Sheriff,” one of the ladies whispered. 

    “What happened to Lord Cahris?” Mellody asked in a puzzled tone as she looked the lady in the eye. 

    “He died,” the same lady replied. “He was my big brother, Lady Mellody. He died in his sleep and Rachaun left the position vacant. It is my belief, though I have no proof of it, that Rachaun was pocketing the sheriff’s pay.”

    Drake and Mellody shared a significant look, then Mellody shook her head slowly. “We must have a trial and an investigation. Our stay here will be extended to see to this matter. Are there any young lords who you think would make a good Lord Sheriff?”

    Lord Marlon Eaton stood and bowed. “There are several younger sons who would be good choices, Lady Mellody, but the best choice I can think of isn’t a lord: she’s a lady.”

    Mellody glanced at Drake and smiled at the stunned expression on his face. Turning back to Lord Marlon, she nodded and said, “Please elaborate.”

    “Lady Racca Agerwald, Jarlath’s granddaughter.” He glanced at the other lord. “She’s unmarried, though she’s all of twenty-five, skilled at hunting, very skilled with sword and shield, and she’s got as keen a mind as any man or woman of her generation. In addition, she served under Lord Sheriff Cahris as a clerk, guard, and deputy. She knows the job and the law.”

    Drake looked at Lord Jarlath and chuckled at his expression. He appeared to be torn between pride and embarrassment over the things that had just been said about his granddaughter. 

    Drake asked, “What do you think, Lord Jarlath?”

    “Racca’s a very unfeminine young woman, Lord Drake,” he replied with a wry grin. “My son Jallard has failed every time he’s tried to find her a husband. And everything Marlon said about her is true. She’s worked for Lord Sheriff Cahris for almost eight years. She’s the one who researched laws for him when there was a question of legalities.”

    “Very well, Lord Jarlath, we will speak to her,” Mellody said to draw everyone’s attention. “Please send her to see us tomorrow. The rest of you prepare statements as to what measures you took to do the mayor’s job, what monies were held back and spent, and who you think would make a good mayor and council for Maiden’s Bridge.”

    Drake stood and looked around the room. “We’ll give you two days, not including today, to provide us with the information and your recommendations for Mayor and Council. Until then, we’ll be seeing to Rachaun Hunt and his misdeeds.”

    All the lords and ladies stood and bowed to Drake and again to Mellody before filing out of the room. Drake closed the door behind them, then turned toward his wife and raised his eyebrows. 


    Chapter 18

    MELLODY SIGHED AND SHOOK HER HEAD for a moment. She finally began pacing the room in silence, not looking at anything but the floor. Drake simply stood with his back against the door and let her think it out. 

    “I want Rachaun Hunt’s head,” she finally whispered. 

    “That would be a bit extreme, wouldn’t it?”

    “Yes, but that doesn’t stop me from wanting to execute him. Drake, I trusted him! I trusted his judgment. I trusted his wisdom. I trusted his honesty.”

    “And he betrayed that trust,” Drake continued for her. “But while that betrayal deserves punishment, it doesn’t deserve a death sentence.”

    Mellody finally looked at Drake with tears in her eyes. He opened his arms and she rushed into his embrace as she broke down and cried. He let her cry until she finally calmed down and pulled away. 

    “Now that you’ve gotten that out of your system,” he said in a gentle tone, “we should go see what we can find out about what Rachaun Hunt did to our lands.”

    Drake and Mellody left the inn and walked toward the middle of town. They received bows of respect from everyone they passed, but worried looks accompanied many of those bows. 

    The center of town was marked by a wide plaza bordered by ornate, official-looking buildings. Mellody pointed to a building that had a crowd gathered around the steps and said, “That’s the mayor’s residence. What’s going on?”

    Someone noticed them, and the word passed like wildfire that they were there. The crowd parted to show two shrouded bodies at the foot of the steps. An old man looked at Drake and Mellody, and then mutely held out a piece of parchment. 

    Drake took the note and read aloud. “To Lord Drake and Lady Mellody Carstairs, I offer my deepest apologies for what I have done. I cannot repay the monies I withheld. They are gone along with everything else I have ever owned. I therefore give my life, and my wife has chosen to join me in my shame. Rachaun and Aliceanne Hunt.”

    The old man looked Drake in the eye as he said, “I was Lord Rachaun’s butler, the last of his servants. He asked me to perform this one last service, and I have done so. I will be moving in with my grandson now.”

    “He doesn’t say where the money went,” Mellody said, drawing his attention. “Do you know?”

    The man nodded. “Lord Rachaun gambled it away.”

    Mellody turned and buried her face in Drake’s shoulder, leaving him to deal with the bodies. “Who sees to burials here?” he asked, looking around.

    Another elderly man stepped forward and bowed. Drake gestured toward the bodies and asked, “How much to bury them?”

    The man looked startled as he replied, “For you, Lord Drake? Nothing. You’re the Lord of Carstairs. It’s my duty to you.”

    Drake shook his head. “You’ve a living to make as well. What would you normally charge?”

    The man looked nervous, then bowed deeply. “Lord Drake, a lord’s grave and marker is a gold crown. A commoner’s grave and marker is a silver crown.” He paused for a moment, then said, “Just a grave would be fifty coppers.” 

    Drake nodded and pulled out his pouch without letting go of Mellody. He pulled out two gold crowns and handed them over, saying, “Give them burials befitting their rank. I know from unfortunate experience that gambling can be as all-consuming as drinking. He may not have been able to stop himself.” The man hesitantly took the coins, bowed deeply, then turned and hurried away. 

    Drake led Mellody around the bodies and up the stairs. The door was not locked, and they entered the manor to find only a few of the furnishings left. 

    “It looks like he sold most of his furniture as well,” Drake murmured. 

    “Our furniture,” Mellody murmured. “The Mayor’s Residence and everything in it belongs to us. He even stole that.”

    Drake shook his head and muttered a spell. There was a sudden cloud of dust and other things hanging in the air, then a mysterious wind blew it out the open windows. Mellody gave him a sideways look and he grinned. 

    “Just making it easier on our servants. Jean and Elwin will be setting this place to rights before we appoint a new mayor.”

    Mellody nodded as she walked around the manor’s lower floor. “I remember this place being filled with fine furniture and works of art. It was a residence befitting the highest of lords because we’ve had members of our family serving as mayor here. At one time, most of the mayors in our towns were at least cousins of one degree or another. But now there are few of them left. The plague killed so many, and others fled to avoid it.”

    “We’ll have to do something about that,” Drake murmured, “as soon as we appoint a mayor.” 

    Drake led the way upstairs to the private rooms that were set aside for the mayor and his family. There was the same emptiness here as down below. Lighter patches on the floor told of missing furniture, and pale places on the walls told of missing paintings and tapestries.

    Drake looked around, searching with senses other than sight, but found little of interest. Several concealed cubby-holes were built into the walls, but only one held anything. Drake had to move a wardrobe to reach it, but it was still hard to discern even knowing it was there. His eyes glowed for an instant until he found the latch, then he popped the door open. 

    Mellody crowded in beside him and asked, “What is it?”

    Drake pulled a handful of rolled parchments out and walked over to a table. Carefully unrolling one of them, he grunted. “Old news.”

    Mellody had snuggled under his arm again and nodded her agreement. “Look at that date,” she whispered. “That was two hundred and nine years ago.”

    Drake hummed as he read. It was a list of deeds for the area delineating the size of each property, water rights, and the owners’ names. He read the signature aloud. “By my hand and in the name of Lord Sawlan Carstairs, Lord Gerran Carstairs, Lord Mayor of Maiden’s Bridge.”

    Mellody nodded, then pointed at the other scrolls and said, “Unroll the rest.”

    All the scrolls except one were more of the same kind of valuable but outdated information. The last scroll was a journal that Lord Gerran had kept of the shadier events in Maiden’s Bridge. 

    As Drake read the beginning of the scroll he muttered, “It would appear, dear heart, that Maiden’s Bridge is something of a misnomer.”

    Mellody actually giggled at his comment, and looked at him with wide eyes and a wider grin. “The history books say that two hundred years ago was a scandalous era, full of wild parties and unbridled sex.”

    Drake laughed. “As compared to now?”

    Mellody nodded. “Yes, compared to now. Probably half the women who gave birth in that era didn’t know who the real fathers were. The babies were generally claimed as sons or daughters of the mother unless the men were sure of them.”

    Drake was looking around as he replied, “That could cause some interesting inheritance problems,” so he didn’t see the tight expression that crossed her face. 

    “Yes, it did,” Mellody murmured, causing him to turn toward her. “And a lot of problems among the lords. There were fights, real fight-to-the-death duels, over who was or wasn’t the true heir. We avoided those issues for the most part, but some of the southern lands had small wars over the succession.”

    Drake looked at her closely, disturbed by her tone. “What happened?”

    “It was on mom’s side. Her ever-so-great grandfather was the heir of Thorndike, though there was some doubt as to who his father really was. He ascended to the lord’s seat over the bodies of seven half-brothers and sisters. Thorndike has never really gotten past it, and neither have some of the other landed nobles, including Hawkinson.”

    “Your mother’s family?”

    “Yes. It’s really silly to dwell on it now. We’ve all intermarried for eight or more generations, but there is still a taint associated with some names.”

    Drake led Mellody to the other suites. Again and again they found evidence of missing furnishing. And Drake found secret cubbies in every suite. In what had been the Lord Mayor’s suite he grunted in surprise. 

    “Now how do you like that?” he muttered as he walked over to the bed, staring at the floor near the wall. 

    “What did you find?” Mellody asked as she walked to his side.

    Drake silently put his back against the ornate footboard of the bed and shoved it aside, then went to the head of the bed. Where the headboard’s leg had rested he carefully brushed the dust away with his fingers, then used his knife to pry up a series of boards. 

    Mellody was impatiently crowding in over his shoulder. “What is it?”

    “Gold.”

    “What?!”

    Drake started lifting sail-cloth sacks out of the cubby-hole under the floorboards. Mellody bent over and grasped one sack, then grunted at the effort it took to place it on the bed. Drake started heaving them up onto the bed to save her the strain. 

    There were seventeen bags in all. “How much is there?” Mellody asked.

    Drake shook his head. “I can’t tell. It doesn’t feel like all the sacks weigh the same. We’re going to have to count it.”

    Mellody nodded and carried one sack over to a table. Drake carried two more over and hefted them onto the table beside hers. 

    “That’s enough, Drake. I don’t think this table will hold much more weight,” Mellody said in an absent-minded tone. 

    Drake nodded and sat beside her. “Do we start counting, or get help?”

    Mellody thought for a moment then sighed. “We need Jean and Elwin, and probably a few—no, all of the maids. You said it earlier: we have to clean this place up for the new mayor.”

    Drake nodded, then stood and leaned over to kiss her. “I’m going outside and send someone to fetch our servants. I’ll write a note and have someone take it to the inn.”

    Mellody nodded her agreement. “And I’ll start counting.”

    Drake went down to the mayor’s personal office and wrote a note summoning all his servants, then walked outside. He was relieved that the bodies were already gone. There were a handful of children playing on the grass in front of the manor, and he smiled when they all stopped to stare at him. Drake went down three steps, then sat down. 

    “I need a runner to deliver a message for me. Who has the fastest feet?”

    Every child there started shouting, “I do! I do!”

    Drake laughed. “All right, you all get to go. Line up.” He pointed in front of him and soon had a line of six youngsters in front of him. “Hold out your right hands,” he commanded, and every child did. He placed a copper coin in each outstretched hand, and the message in the hand of the smallest girl. 

    “All of you go to the Maiden’s Sorrow Inn and deliver this to Matron Jean or Valet Elwin. Ready, go!” All the children took off at a dead run, laughing and clutching their coins tightly. Drake chuckled as he went back upstairs. 

    Mellody heard him and was looking at the door when he arrived. She spoke in a warm tone as she asked, “What did you do?” as she smiled. 

    “I just sent a flock of children after Jean and the rest of our servants.”

    They both settled down and started counting. Mellody said, “These are really old coins, Drake. This one,” she held up a small coin, “dates back to the first kingdom, when Lady Vern led our ancestors to establish the kingdom and worship her as our only Goddess.”

    Drake was nodding his understanding. “This bag has five or six different size coins in it.” 

    “We’re going to have to sort by size,” Mellody said as she sat back. “Can you tell anything about how long ago these coins were stashed?”

    Drake placed his hand on the unopened sack, but had to shake his head after a few moments. “The bag feels very old. Seven or eight hundred years. We’re going to have to look through them all and see what we can identify as far as what are the most recent coins. If I had to guess, though, I’d say they all predate some event that resulted in the unexpected death of a mayor.”

    “Why?”

    “Because Rachaun Hunt obviously didn’t know about them. Just looking at the floor, I doubt that bed has been moved in more than thirty years.”

    Mellody followed his gaze and nodded. “So this was some mayor or lord’s hidden treasure.”

    “And now it’s ours,” Drake said as he grinned at his wife.

    The arrival of the servants was heralded by the return of the children. Drake went to the window when he heard the children resume playing in the yard. 

    Mellody went out to the interior balcony and spoke downward. “Jean, Elwin, come up here.” The sound of feet pounding up the stairs immediately followed her command, and she led them into the suite. “Close the door, Elwin.”

    Jeanette and Elwin had both come over to the table and stopped, and they were staring at the stacks of coins. Drake looked at them and nodded. “Someone had a hoard of gold stashed under the floor boards.”

    Elwin glanced at the bed and saw the rest of the stacks. His expression remained neutral except for a raised eyebrow as he looked back toward Drake. 

    “Yes, a large hoard,” Drake said in agreement with his silent comment. 

    “Jean,” Mellody said to draw her matron’s attention, “we need you and Elwin in here to help us sort and count, and we want the rest of the maids, and Luther as well, cleaning the residence top to bottom. Former Mayor Hunt was down to just one servant at the end, so there is a lot of cleaning to be done.”

    Jeannette looked around the room and an expression of distaste twisted her features. “Yes, Lady Mel. I’ll put the maids to work cleaning, and have that scamp start hauling water.”

    “Very well,” Mellody agreed. “Come back once everyone has a job. We’re going to be sorting and counting for most of the day.” Jeanette bowed and turned away.

    Drake said, “This table is too small,” as he looked around. His eyes stopped when he looked at the sacks on the bed again, and a small smile crossed his lips. “Let’s do it on the bed.”

    “Drake?” Mellody asked in a puzzled tone. 

    “Each of us sit on a corner of the bed with a sack,” he explained. “We sort by size, then put like-sized coins together. Once we have them sorted, we can count each size coin and put them back in sacks.”

    Mellody and Elwin nodded and the coins on the table were quickly transferred to the bed. Drake and Mellody sat with their backs against the headboard, and Elwin sat against the footboard on Drake’s side. Jeannette joined them and sat on the final corner.

    The count did indeed take all day. Drake sent Luther and Xylina back to the inn for food and beer, but they only stopped counting for a few moments at a time. 

    In the end, they had eleven hundred and seventy-one coins dating from the founding of the kingdom to a time three hundred and ninety-seven years in the past. At Mellody’s direction, Elwin went to the Lord Mayor’s office brought back a large book containing a listing of mayors dating back to the founding of the town, and she checked the date.

    “You were right, Drake,” she murmured as she read. “Three hundred and ninety-six years ago Lord Mayor Evanlan Carstairs died of a fever that killed his entire household and half the town. After a Mage had pronounced the city free of infection, Lord Mayor Chandar Carstairs was appointed to take his place. There is a nasty notation that Chandar couldn’t find the treasury, and he claimed Evanlan must have stolen it.”

    She closed the book and shook her head. “I still don’t know how they could have amassed that much gold.”

    “Your pardon, Lady Mel,” Elwin said from behind her, “but I remember an old history lesson. If I may?” At Mellody’s nod he continued. “During times of unrest many lords dispersed their treasuries so the loss of one town wouldn’t mean the loss of their entire fortune.”

    Mellody nodded. “Now that you mention it, I remember that as well. But this much in one town?”

    “There has to be a simple explanation,” Drake muttered. “The dates on the coins are spread out too evenly.”

    Mellody looked out the window and sighed. “It’s getting dark. Let’s put the gold back in the floor and worry about it tomorrow.”

    Drake waved Elwin over and they hid the gold, then they moved the bed back into its place. “Let’s go clean up and eat. This mystery will wait till the morning.”

    Back at the Maiden’s Sorrow they were approached by Lord Jarlath Agerwald and a tall young woman. “Lord Drake, Lady Mellody, this is my granddaughter, Racca.” The woman bowed, but her eyes stayed on Drake.

    Drake examined the girl carefully. She was dressed in an elegant gown, befitting a lady meeting her lord, but Drake could detect two knives secreted under her dress. He could also see that her arm, back, and breast muscles on her right side were well developed. He’d seen similar development on the more accomplished swordsmen in the royal guard. 

    “Welcome, Lady Racca,” Mellody said, “won’t you join us?” She indicated a table with four chairs.

    Once everyone was seated, Mellody looked her in the eye and smiled. “I assume your grandfather told you why we want to see you.”

    “Yes, Lady Mellody,” Racca answered with a slight bow. “You want me to take over as Lady Sheriff for real, not just playing at it like I’ve been doing.”

    “Playing at it?” Drake asked, drawing her attention. “Please explain.”

    She took a deep breath, shook her head, and then began again. “When Lord Sheriff Cahris died, Mayor Hunt ordered me to continue enforcing the law, but he wouldn’t change my title. I remained a deputy doing the Sheriff’s job.”

    “You’re sheriff now, Racca,” Drake said in a soft tone, “and we’ll have the new mayor pay you for what you’ve done.”

    Racca bowed her head deeply as she said, “Thank you, Lord Drake.” 

    Mellody looked at Drake and grinned, then turned to Racca. “The Sheriff’s residence is yours as well, Racca. Let us know if you need anything before we go. We’ll authorize anything within reason.”

    Racca’s eyes lost focus for a moment then refocused on Mellody. “Lady Mellody, the only thing I can think of offhand is a new mattress. Lord Cahris died on the old one and he wasn’t missed for three days.”

    “Absolutely,” Mellody said with a sharp nod. “What about his family?”

    Racca shrugged, as if struggling with something, so it was her grandfather who answered. “His wife left and took their children south to her family several years ago. Not to cast a shadow on the man’s reputation, but he did have an affair with another man’s wife. And he killed that man in a duel.”

    “What happened to her?” Mellody asked, leaning forward to put her elbows on the table.

    “She dumped him and took up with a different man,” Racca explained. “I think she only started sleeping with Cahris to get him to kill her husband. She moved in with Waldon the day after the funeral.”

    Mellody snarled, “Shastal.”

    Racca nodded. “She put Cahris in a bottle, and that bottle put him in his grave.”

    “Please explain what you mean,” Drake said softly. 

    Racca studied the table as she said, “He drank himself to death, Lord Drake. He drowned in his own vomit because he was too drunk to roll over.”

    Drake nodded his understanding. “We’ll be around for a few more days, Lady Sheriff Racca. If you think of or see anything else that needs to be dealt with, let us know.” He stood and Jarlath and Racca stood with him. Both of them bowed, then Racca led her grandfather away.

    Drake let them go, then turned toward his wife and asked, “Shastal?”

    Mellody rolled her eyes and sighed. “They’re a particularly nasty breed of rat. The females mate indiscriminately, often sneaking off to mate with another male while two others are fighting over her. Like that woman.” She shook her head as Drake nodded.

    “We call them shastan up north,” he murmured. “Probably the same filthy breed.”

    Mellody considered that idea then nodded. “Well at least she’s not going to be able to compromise this sheriff. And along those lines, would you consider women on the council, or even as mayor?”

    Drake nodded. “I don’t see why not.”

    “Good,” she said with a smile. “Now we just have to convince the lords.”

    Drake chuckled. “Tell the ladies and stand back.”

    The next day they returned to the mayor’s residence. It was approaching midday when the lords, accompanied by their ladies of course, sought them out. 

    Jarlath Agerwald led his peers into the residence and stopped, bowing deeply before presenting a small parchment to Drake.

    “Lord Drake, by these receipts I claim that I properly spent all but twenty-six silver crowns of what I held back. I therefore present you with this purse to complete my taxes.”

    Drake nodded, then looked toward the next lord. One by one the scene was repeated until Lord Dedrick and Lady Tessah Coalton stepped forward.

    “Lord Drake, I have receipts totaling one hundred and twelve silver crowns of my own money that I spent on repairing the King’s Road.”

    Drake smiled and nodded to the elderly lord before handing over all hundred and seventy-one silver crowns he’d just received. “Lord Dedrick, we are grateful for your dedication to the crown and to Carstairs. I invite all of you to join us in the mayor’s parlor.” He smiled at the stunned look on all their faces as he turned and led the way. 

    The parlor was mostly intact, being highly visible, and Drake had asked Jeannette to ensure it was well stocked. She and Elwin now stood ready to serve the lords and ladies.

    When everyone was seated and had a drink in their hand, Mellody spoke. “Yesterday we appointed Lady Racca Agerwald as Lady Sheriff of Maiden’s Bridge. Having done that, we decided to open nominations for mayor and city council to women as well as men.”

    “That is unacceptable,” Lord Veraltan snapped.

    “Why ever not?” his wife demanded. 

    He looked at her for an instant, and then shouted, “Because only men have ever been mayor or councilmen!”

    “We are changing that,” Drake said in a deep, strong voice. “The final decision will be ours. We are informing you, so you can consider nominating both men and women.”

    Lady Agerwald smiled and said, “I think it’s a splendid idea,” as she looked around. 

    “You would,” her husband groused. 

    Drake had a meal delivered from the inn and they ate as they discussed who the lords thought would make good lord mayors and councilors. By sundown they had a list of nineteen candidates. 

    Mellody said, “We will interview the candidates over the next few days and make the appointments before we leave. Thank you all for your recommendations.”

    The lords and ladies stood and bowed, then left the residence. Drake remained silent until the door shut, then snarled, “What a bunch of grasping, self-centered hypocrites.”

    “Shh!” Mellody hissed.

    Drake frowned as he continued. “It’s true and you know it. Every candidate they proposed was preceded by ‘my cousin,’ or ‘my brother,’ or ‘my son.’ They want their relatives in power here, and they want to say, ‘You got the job because of me’.”

    Mellody sighed. “Of course they do, Drake. That’s how it’s always been done.”

    “I want a more independent mayor. One who owes us his position, not one of them.”

    Mellody thought for a moment then nodded. “A young mayor and council to go with our young new sheriff. So, no old lords or ladies. That eliminates more than half of them. We’ll talk to a few town’s folk and see what they have to say as well. The mayor has to be a noble, but the four councilors don’t.”

    Drake nodded and walked toward her. “Let’s go back to the inn and make an early night of it.”

    Mellody smiled coyly as she said, “Not too early, I hope.”

    * * *

    The next three days had Drake and Mellody interviewing the younger candidates the nobles had provided, and an equal number of others that had been recommended by innkeepers, shop keepers, and town’s folk. 

    Drake and Mellody sent a summons to each of their choices on the fourth day and met them in the mayor’s residence. The five young people were looking at one another in evident confusion. Three women and two men were present, and the men were looking at the women like they were some kind of outlandish creatures. 

    Drake addressed them with Mellody by his side. “Congratulations,” he began, locking their attention on him, “the five of you have been selected to replace Mayor Hunt and his councilors. You’ll notice that I did not say councilmen.”

    Mellody spoke now, smiling up at her husband for an instant before speaking. “When Drake assumed the role of Lord of Carstairs, he modified the ceremony to make me his equal. As such, I want to bring more women into leadership roles. Lady Verona Barden, you are the new Lady Mayor of Maiden’s Bridge.”

    She smiled at the startled looks she was receiving as she turned to the others. Only one of the men was from a noble family. “You other four have been selected as the new Town Council due to your education and business sense. Rachaun Hunt robbed us of tax monies as well as selling off many of the Residence’s furnishings and decorations. Rather than trying to locate what was sold, we are allotting one hundred gold crowns to refurnish the manor. The City Hall, Council Offices, and meeting room are mostly intact, but they look shabby. An additional twenty gold crowns is being provided to clean and refurbish your offices. Spend it wisely.”

    Drake took over again, looking each of them in the eye as he spoke. “There was some collusion on the part of the old council as far as Mayor Hunt’s crimes were concerned. That will not be tolerated again.” His expression turned rueful for a moment as he muttered, “Wouldn’t be tolerated this time if they hadn’t run to the far corners of the kingdom.” He glanced at Mellody and sighed. “We have decided to let the matter drop and not seek redress from their families. If they return, however, you will inform us.” All five members of the new city government bowed to Drake and again to Mellody. 

    “Very well,” Mellody said as a smile crossed her lips. “Now that we’ve thoroughly frightened you, I invite you to share a congratulatory drink with us.” She picked up a small bell and rang it. Matron Jeannette led the way with Elwin right behind her with a tray loaded with short wine glasses filled with light-red wine. Jean presented everyone with a glass and stepped back, then curtseyed. 

    Drake said, “My friends, raise your glasses toward a brighter future.” As one everyone brought their glass up for an instant, then drained them in one gulp. Jean stepped forward and received the empty glasses, then she and Elwin left the room.

    Mellody smiled at the new mayor and bowed her head. “You have quite a job in front of you, Lady Mayor Verona. If you find out anything significant, send the information to Blue Ridge.”

    All the stunned young men and women bowed, then Drake led Mellody away. 


    Chapter 19

    MORNING FOUND DRAKE AND MELLODY IN the saddle, headed toward their next town. The carriage had picked up a faint jingle when it hit a bump, but no one mentioned it. It was a ten-day ride, and a pleasant surprise. Contrary to Mellody’s fears, everything was in order, and they only stayed three days. The same story met them in the next two towns as well, but the third town had been raided and destroyed. Charred timbers stood in stone foundations where the walls hadn’t collapsed completely. No smoke rose from the ruins, telling them that it had been at least three days since the attack. 

    As soon as Drake saw Carelwood, he shielded their entire party. Turning in the saddle, he told Mellody, “Stay back. Let me check it out first.”

    Mellody looked at the ruins of the town with fear-filled eyes. “Be careful, Drake.”

    Drake grinned as he looked at her and said, “Don’t worry, Mel.” 

    Drake rode forward slowly, watching for any surprise, but found nothing. He’d ridden through the entire town and was on his way back before he was confronted. 

    “You ride on,” a young boy of about ten shouted from where he stood beside a burned-out building.

    Drake stopped his horse and looked at the child, then said, “We are here to help,” in as gentle a tone as he could manage. 

    The boy hefted an ax as his chin bunched in determination. “You just go. There’s nothing left for you to take.”

    Drake dismounted to walk over to the side and looked at the boy for a moment, then asked, “Who did this?” in a soft tone.

    “What do you care?”

    “I am Lord Drake.”

    The boy seemed torn between hope and fear. He whispered, “For reals?”

    Drake nodded and went to one knee as he said, “For reals.”

    The boy dropped the ax and walked into Drake’s open arms. As soon as Drake’s arms wrapped around him, he started crying. Deep, soul-wrenching sobs shook his slight frame as he desperately clutched at Drake. 

    Drake just held him for a moment, then asked, “Are there any others?”

    The boy sniffed, and then nodded. “Six of us.”

    Drake patted his back and stood as he said, “Take me to them.” The boy nodded again and led Drake by the hand between the remains of two half-burnt buildings, and into the woods behind the town. 

    Drake could hear the whispers long before he saw the first child. Soon he was surrounded by five children and one injured young woman. The boy said, “Lord Drake, this is Miss Cardin. She’s our teacher.”

    Miss Cardin looked at him and asked, “Lord Drake? Our Lord Drake Carstairs?”

    Again, Drake nodded. “How were you hurt?” he asked gently as he went to one knee beside her.

    “Trying to put out the fires. Trying to save the school at least. I failed.” She broke down and cried. Drawing his massive power together, Drake Healed the young woman’s injuries. When she looked up at him, he smiled. 

    “I’m taking you and the children back to my wagon. Lady Mellody will watch over you while I seek out these bandits.”

    Miss Cardin whispered, “They were soldiers from Bresardia.”

    Drake shook his head. “Not acting like this, they aren’t. Can you stand?”

    She climbed carefully to her feet and smiled when she wasn’t assaulted by pain. “I am fully healed, Lord Drake.”

    Drake led the way with the teacher beside him and the children in a single file behind her. It wasn’t a long walk. Mellody dismounted as soon as she saw the children. 

    “What happened, Drake?” she shouted when they were still twenty paces away.

    “These are the only survivors, Mel. I need you to stay here and take care of everything while I hunt these butchers down.”

    “No, Drake, it’s too dangerous. Wait until we have some soldiers to help.”

    Drake shook his head and for a change he didn’t smile at her. “Mellody, remember how I made my living up north. This is what I do.”

    “You be careful, Drake. This isn’t like facing the Bresardian Army. They won’t give up and go home to save themselves.”

    Drake looked at Miss Cardin and nodded. “According to the teacher, they were Bresardian soldiers. And I’m not going to give them the chance to surrender or retreat.”

    “Drake?”

    “You haven’t seen what they did to the town, Mellody. These are not soldiers waging war: they are bandits slaughtering civilians.” He moved closer. “I have the authority to sentence them to death for what they’ve done. I’ll be back soon.” He kissed her, then mounted his horse and rode back through the remains of the town.

    * * *

    Drake was searching for the bandits with all his senses. It took the rest of the day and two more before he caught up with them.  

    The men were lying in wait on both sides of the road. He rode into the ambush they had set with his shields fully active. Four crossbow bolts flashed as they were vaporized, and Drake magically seized all eleven of the bandits before they were able to reload.

    “Just the vermin I was looking for,” he murmured as he faced the men.

    One of the men was in an officer’s uniform and he shouted, “You can’t do this!”

    Drake walked forward and looked him in the eye for a moment before answering him. “Since I am in fact doing this, your statement is both incorrect and pointless.”

    “Magi aren’t allowed to use their magic on regular troops!”

    Now Drake nodded. “True, during a declared war, Vernardian Army Magi are forbidden to use magic against the opposing army’s troops. However,” Drake looked at all the men, “Bresardia has been defeated, the war is over, and you men have been attacking civilians.”

    “You can’t prove that!” another man shouted. “Take us before your lord and produce a witness to speak against us. You can’t, because there isn’t one.”

    “Because you think you killed everyone?” Drake asked and saw the man sneer. “Wrong. A teacher and five of her children survived.”

    “No one who saw us survived,” another of the men snarled. 

    Drake chuckled. “I really don’t need anyone to identify you. I followed your tracks and trace straight to you. You attacked me without warning. In addition, you’ve confessed to your crimes. I sentence you to death.”

    “You can’t sentence us,” the officer snarled. “You have to take us before your lord.”

    Drake simply smiled. “No, I don’t. Now let’s go to your camp and see what you’ve stolen.”

    Drake forced the men to walk in front of him until he reached their camp. There were twenty-two horses and a large pile of goods next to a forest giant. Drake bound each man to a tree then started searching through the goods.

    The bandits had stolen a wide assortment of goods ranging from a beautiful ceramic bowl to a clerk’s brass inkwell. Beside the pile of goods were eleven pack frames and an equal number of saddles. Drake loaded all the horses lightly and fed them before returning to the men. 

    “You men are condemned. What I want to know is who ordered you to do this?”

    The officer raised his chin and snapped, “Bergat you!”

    Drake looked at him and his smile turned nasty. Golden light flared and faded, leaving the men facing a daemon. As the men all began to scream, the creature grabbed the officer’s throat and commanded, “Answer me.”

    “General Markinson! General Markinson sent all of us out to draw off the Vernardian Army.”

    The daemon growled and ripped the officer’s throat out. Stalking from man to man, it slaughtered them without remorse. Finally, it paused and returned to human form. Looking at the bodies, Drake shook his head and released the bonds he’d put on them. As the last body fell, he erased them. Only some sprayed blood marked where they had been. 

    Drake returned to the horses and rode away with two strings of eleven horses behind him. It took another three days to return to the town. As he cleared the trees he stopped in confusion. 

    * * *

    Mellody watched Drake ride away with a deep feeling of disquiet fluttering in her belly. Turning to the survivors, she asked, “Is anyone injured?”

    Miss Cardin shook her head and replied, “No, Lady Mellody. Lord Drake healed me. If I may be so bold, though, we’re all hungry. Most of the food that wasn’t stolen was burned.”

    Mellody looked startled for an instant, then turned and commanded, “Jean, have the girls prepare a meal. Elwin, you, Halsey, and Luther gather firewood.” She nodded toward the town. “Scavenge what you must.”

    A small voice said, “I beg your pardon, Lady Mellody.”

    Mellody turned to find a very young boy standing in front of the rest. “Yes?”

    The boy looked nervous and bowed deeply before saying, “I know where a lot of firewood is.”

    Mellody smiled and said, “Then go with the men and help them bring a good supply back,” she commanded, and the boy bowed again before walking over to Elwin. 

    Mellody turned back to the maids and shook her head. “All of you who aren’t cooking, come with me. Let’s see what’s left of this town. I want the children to stay here with the cooks. They don’t need to see this again. Miss Cardin, take the lead.” The teacher bowed, then turned away with Mellody and the maids close behind her. 

    The town had been reduced to rubble. Most of the buildings had burned to the foundations, and some had burned all the way to the ground. Mellody asked, “How many people lived here?”

    Miss Cardin looked over her shoulder to answer, “About two-hundred and seven, Lady Mellody. More folks live out away from town on their farms. We would have gone, but—” she motioned toward her body.

    “But you were injured.”

    “Yes, Lady Mellody.”

    Mellody nodded her understanding. “Show me where you have been camping,” she commanded, and Miss Cardin led her behind the buildings. 

    The camp was fifty paces into the woods, behind a huge fallen tree. It was more of a nest than a camp, lined with assorted blankets and bits of cloth. Mellody surveyed the camp and pointed. 

    “Bring everything back to the wagon. We don’t have enough blankets for all of the children.”

    Miss Cardin and the maids gathered all the goods and bundled them in the few blankets the children had scavenged, then turned to face Mellody again. 

    Mellody led the way back to the wagons and had everything arranged, and then looked at the children. “Miss Cardin and the maids are coming with me again, but I want you children to stay here.” One of the youngest girls began to cry and Mellody went to one knee. “Don’t be frightened. We’re just going up the road a bit and see what’s left of the town. Tamalyn,” she said, looking at the youngest of her maids, “stay with the children.”

    Tamalyn curtsied, then went to her knees and looked at the children and asked, “Do you know the pony dance?” with a bright smile.

    Mellody smiled and turned away, leading the way back into town. Her impressive magical abilities probed the burnt-out buildings looking for anything salvageable. She found some preserved foods that hadn’t broken and levitated the containers out of the ruins. There was a trunk full of bedding, an oat-bin that was just scorched on the outside, and a few other small items—and death. It seemed that every building had bodies in it. Mellody’s eyes grew haunted, and by the time they reached the end of the town she was on the verge of tears. 

    “That is all I can find that isn’t ruined,” she whispered. 

    “Lady Mellody, come away,” Matron Jeannette said as she put her arm around Mellody’s shoulders. “You shouldn’t have seen this.”

    “Yes, Jean, I should. Now I understand why Drake is so angry.” She turned and looked down the road her husband had ridden away on. “He’ll deal with the beasts that did this.”

    “And well he should, but you shouldn’t,” Jean murmured with her mouth brushing Mellody’s hair. 

    Mellody chuckled. “I’m not that fragile, Jean.”

    Jeannette shook her head as they headed back through town. The men had returned with firewood and had set their camp just outside the town marker. 

    It was late in the day when movement on the road drew their attention. Mellody immediately shielded everyone, but it was unnecessary. Two farmers rode oxen down the road with nothing more dangerous than hayforks in their hands. 

    The elder of the two shouted, “Who are you?” while they were still twenty paces away. 

    Elwin stepped forward and shouted, “Lady Mellody Carstairs, Lady of Carstairs, Chief Adept of the Army of Vernardia.” Both men stopped their oxen and dismounted. They walked forward slowly and stopped about six paces away. 

    “Lady Mel?” the younger one asked, looking at her curiously.

    “Have we met?” Mellody asked as she stepped forward.

    “Yes, Lady. I’m Arvin Coopersmith. I saw to your horse for two years with the army before I was sent to the Infantry.”

    Mellody smiled broadly. “I remember you. You’ve filled out quite a bit since then.”

    The young man ducked his head in embarrassment before saying, “Yes, Lady Mel. My wife is a good cook.”

    The elder shook his head, then bowed. “Lady Mellody, I am Karel Coopersmith, Arvin’s father. We saw the fire four days ago, but we were afraid to come over until now.”

    Mellody nodded. “Did you send word to the next town?”

    Karel bowed. “Yes, Lady Mellody. The day after the attack we sent a rider to Castle Rock with the news. That’s the closest fort.”

    “Very well,” Mellody said as she looked at them. “We are going to need food, for us as well as the few survivors.”

    “Survivors?” Karel asked with sudden urgency as he stepped forward. “We didn’t think anyone had survived or we’d have been here right away. Who is it, Lady Mellody?”

    Mellody glanced over her shoulder and Miss Cardin and her charges came forward. “Hello, Arvin. Hello Farmer Coopersmith.”

    Karel looked at her and the children beside her and looked sad as his shoulders slumped. “I was hoping—it doesn’t matter.” He turned and whistled loudly three times. 

    Up the road, men came out of hiding and started walking toward them. Every man was armed, be it with scythe, hayfork, ax, or mattock. In moments, there were thirty of them coming toward Mellody’s party.

    Karel stepped toward them and loudly said, “Our Lady Mellody Carstairs is here. There are survivors from the school!”

    The men all ran forward, and so did the children. Cries of, “Grandpa!” and “Daddy!” mixed with the hoarse shouts of the men as a few prayers were granted and other hopes dashed. All the children were soon enfolded in the arms of their families. Even Miss Cardin was being hugged between a pair of men.

    Mellody let them settle themselves down, and then addressed them again. “My people, we didn’t bring much in the way of food. I ask each of you to provide a day’s supply of food for two people. Once Drake returns—”

    One of the men blurted, “Lord Drake is here?” as the rest went silent. 

    “Yes. He has gone after the beasts that did this. He’ll be returning alone. As I was saying, once Drake returns, we’ll be moving on. Until then, return to your farms. With Drake after them, I don’t think anyone needs to worry about those men.”

    There was a moment of quiet talking among the men, and then Karel stepped forward and bowed. “Lady Mellody, we’ll see to everything you’ve asked for in the morning. We ask permission to camp with you tonight.”

    Mellody nodded once. “Be welcome, my people.”

    The men set up camp beside Mellody’s. It was a quiet night. Too many of the men had lost family members in the town allow for anything else. Morning saw most of the men heading home. Those who remained were ten burly young men led by Arvin.

    Arvin walked up to Mellody and bowed. “Lady Mel, we’re staying to aid you in any way we can.”

    Mellody smiled sadly as she replied, “Thank you, Arvin. The first thing we’re going to have to do is honor our dead. We don’t have enough men to dig that many graves, and I don’t think we’ll be able to identify very many of the victims.” She looked around and asked, “Where is the graveyard?” 

    Arvin bowed and answered, “Most folks get buried on their family’s farms, Lady Mel. Those that didn’t have family here are buried in a field over that way.” He pointed to the north. 

    Mellody nodded as she looked where he was pointing and said, “Lead us over there.” Arvin led the way with Mellody and her entire party behind him, followed by the rest of the men. 

    The field was a natural meadow, and Mellody nodded her approval. Without a word, she used magic to excavate a long, wide, deep ditch. Then she collapsed where she stood, like a puppet with cut strings. 

    Jeannette and Elwin collapsed right beside her, each seeking to hold her and lift her off the ground. All around them the maids and the farmers were frozen in shock as they stared at their lady. 

    Jean finally pushed Elwin back and commanded, “Make a litter!”

    Elwin stepped back, his eyes on Mellody’s face, then turned toward the men. “We need two poles for a litter. I’m getting a blanket.” Without another word, he bolted toward their camp as fast as his legs would carry him.  

    The farmers had six good poles ready by the time Elwin returned. He’d brought two sturdy blankets, his and Luther’s, and a litter was quickly put together. Jeannette and the maids put Mellody’s unconscious body onto the litter, but it was Arvin and three other farmers who grasped the ends of the poles. Jeannette started to object, then shook her head and motioned them to go. She walked beside the litter, holding Mellody’s right hand while Elwin copied her on Mellody’s left side. 

    They had almost reached the camp when Mellody moaned. Jeannette said, “Don’t move, Lady Mel. We’re almost back to your tent.”

    “Oh, my head!” Mellody whined. 

    “You overused your magic, Lady Mellody,” Jeannette scolded. “You haven’t done that since you were just a Journeyman.”

    Mellody whispered, “Had to be done, Jean. Had to have a fitting grave for my people.”

    Jeanette shook her head but didn’t say anything else. She led the way into Drake and Mellody’s tent and had the men set her down on her own pallet, then leave. She’d nursed Mellody through several other incidents when she’d overstressed her magic and ordered the maids to fix the vile but effective remedy. 


    Chapter 20

    ELWIN STOOD OUTSIDE THE TENT LISTENING to Jean for a moment before turning toward the men and bowing slightly. 

    “We have a duty to perform for the fallen. These are your people, your families, but they are our people as well.”

    Elwin led the way into town and to the first house. One of the men said, “This was Deveron’s house.” 

    Elwin nodded and carefully continued into the ruin until he found the remains. “Respectfully and gently, men. It looks like there were five of them.” 

    “Yes, sir,” Arvin whispered. “Deveron, his wife, and their three children.”

    They gathered the remains carefully, making a rough box out of planks from the house, then moved on. They cleared six houses before Luther ran up to them. 

    “Master Valet Elwin, Matron Jean says to come back now and wash up. Some folks brought food for us and the men,” he said in a respectful manner.

    Elwin replied, “Very well, Luther,” and led the way. 

    The locals hadn’t just brought supplies; they’d brought full meals for everyone. Women were included in this group, and all the farmers went to their families. 

    The night was quiet. No one had any extra energy, and the horrors of the day had everyone in a somber mood.

    Mellody was weak but functional the next morning. “Oh, blagh!” was the most articulate thing she managed to say until a cup of strong black tea had rinsed away at least part of her foolishness. Mellody sat with her aching head in her hands, trying not to move. “I know better than that.”

    Jeannette sighed. “You do indeed, Lady Mel, but you’ve been under the influence of your husband for too long. He has the energy to do things like that without straining his power.”

    Mellody chuckled, then winced. “Ow! Damn, I know better. Is there anything to eat?”

    Jeannette nodded and slipped out of the tent. She returned just a moment later with a plate loaded with eggs, ham, and fried potatoes. “Here you are, Lady Mellody. Lots of meat and starches.”

    “Where did this come from?” Mellody asked around her first bite. 

    “The farmers,” Jean answered. “The wife or mother of each of those men came late yesterday and fed all of us. Other families are delivering food, but the women are doing the cooking. That,” she nodded toward the already half-empty plate, “was prepared by three different women.”

    Mellody nodded carefully and said, “Make sure I thank them. What has been going on besides that?”

    Jeannette filled her in on what had happened after she’d collapsed. Mellody listened in silence, her eyes focused on the floor. “All of the men except Luther are back at it this morning.”

    Mellody sighed, “So many deaths.”

    “Yes, Lady Mellody, but not everyone died. Some of the houses are empty. There is hope that at least some of the people were able to flee with their lives, if little else.”

    “I hope so, Jean.”

    It took three days to clear the bodies out of the town. Elwin went to face Lady Mellody and reported what they had found. He never looked up from the ground as he said, “There were one hundred seventy-one bodies in the rubble, Lady Mellody. We’ve taken them to the burial plot and placed them in the grave, but we are waiting for you to say the rites before we fill it in.”

    Mellody was blinking back tears at the death-toll and spoke in a tear-roughened voice as she said, “Let us honor our dead.” The entire party went to the grave and gathered beside it. Mellody stood quietly for a moment before beginning. 

    “In time, death comes to all creatures. Such is the eternal cycle of life. We honor here our lost brethren, taken before their time by the hand of men. Let their next lives be filled with joy, and their hearts with love.” Stepping back, she motioned toward the pile of dirt. 

    Everyone, Mellody included, took turns tossing shovels full of dirt into the grave. It took a long time, and Mellody stopped the farm women at sundown with instructions to fix a meal. 

    The sun had set and Sahrana, the larger moon, had risen before the grave was completely filled. Mellody silently led the way back to the camp. The burial had left everyone in a somber mood, and everyone went to bed early. 

    Morning brought everyone together to eat, and Mellody waited until they were through before informing them of her plans. 

    “My people, Carelwood is no more. I don’t think it should be rebuilt.” She held her hand up to forestall their reaction. “There will be a town, but not there. That land will be forever tainted by what was done to the people. I think building a new town on this side of the marker is our best option. When the troops from Castle Rock arrive, I will give them their instructions.”

    Arvin walked forward and bowed. “Lady Mel, what of the rest of the town?”

    Mellody looked back toward the ruins and shook her head. “Destroy it. Salvage anything you can from the ruins, drag any timbers into a pile for firewood, but leave the foundations until the stones can be hauled to the new town.”

    The men exchanged looks, and then started following her orders. The draft horses from the carriage and wagon were employed to drag timbers to the pile. The men were not gentle. They had started at the far end of town, and were dragging everything they could away. By the time Drake returned there was little left of the original Carelwood.

    Drake led his horses through the remains of the town to his wife. “What happened?” he asked, motioning back toward where the town was still being destroyed.

    “We buried the remains of our people, and then I ordered the ruins of the town destroyed. A new town is going to be built on this side of the marker.” She smiled up at him. “It is going to cost us about three hundred crowns to help build everything.”

    Drake looked around and then nodded. “We can afford that. I found the bandits two and a half days up the road. They were former Bresardian soldiers who had been sent out into our land to try and draw off General Preston. There is a General Markinson who is going to be facing charges when we catch him. I didn’t find out anything more than that.”

    Mellody looked at the horses and tilted her head to the side. Drake smiled as he answered her unasked question. “They really were bandits, Mellody. They had stolen a lot from our people.”

    Mellody shook her head in amazement. “You really just killed them?”

    Drake shrugged. “I questioned them first, then turned the daemon loose on them.” He paused when she gave him a hard look. “Then I brought everything back here.”

    Mellody sighed deeply. “Did they admit what they had done?”

    “Not in so many words, but they did claim that no one who had seen them lived to tell about it. Not even the children—where are the children?” he suddenly asked, looking all around them. 

    “The day after you left a bunch of farmers showed up. The children went home to their extended families.”

    Drake nodded as he looked around some more. “Are the men all locals?”

    “Yes,” Mellody confirmed, “and the women in their camp are their wives or mothers. They’ve been taking good care of all of us.”

    Drake nodded and turned toward the horses. “They stole a lot of supplies in addition to the people’s valuables. I could use a hand unloading.”

    Mellody turned and spoke loudly, saying, “Arvin, we need someone to see to these horses and their loads.”

    Arvin and four others came forward immediately and bowed. “At once, Lady Mellody.” They circled wide of Drake, then began unloading the horses and putting them in an improvised paddock. 

    Drake let Halsey take his horse, then sat down by the fire. Mellody joined him, cuddling close under his arm. Soon they were both enjoying cups of hot tea and a light snack. 

    Drake squeezed Mellody’s shoulders and said, “We’re going to be facing more of these men. General Markinson probably sent several different teams out to try and draw off our army.”

    Mellody nodded against his shoulder. “We have support coming from Castle Rock soon. It’s only four days by horse from here. Once they arrive, we can use some of them to spread the warning.”

    It took three additional days for the troops to arrive. A man rode into their camp and shouted, “You are under arrest by order of Captain Geran Vertalan!”

    Drake and Mellody walked forward and it was Mellody who took the lead. “Stand down, corporal. How many troops did you bring with you?”

    The corporal drew his sword and rode toward them. “I don’t take orders from looters and scavengers.”

    Drake looked at the corporal and a low growl rumbled in his chest. The corporal’s horse went mad as soon as it heard the growl and smelled Drake. The corporal dropped his sword as he tried to control his horse, but it was a lost cause. In moments, the horse had shed its rider and was galloping as fast as it could back the way it had come while the corporal sat dumbfounded in the road. 

    Drake walked forward and loomed over the fool. “I am Lord Drake Carstairs, and the woman you just insulted is my wife, Lady Mellody Carstairs, Chief Adept of the Armies of Vernardia.”

    The corporal looked up at Drake with an expression of pure terror on his face. Seeing no hope of forgiveness in the dreaded mage’s eyes, he crawled over to Mellody and put his forehead on the ground beside the toe of her boot. “Lady Mellody, I most humbly beg your pardon for my intemperate words.”

    Mellody resisted the urge to laugh because Drake was standing behind the corporal with his foot raised like he was going to kick him in the butt. “Stand, Corporal,” she commanded as she shook her head at Drake. “Now answer my question: How many men are behind you?”

    The corporal scrambled to his feet and bowed before replying, “Nine plus the captain, Lady Mellody. Half our men. We didn’t want to leave Castle Rock undefended.”

    Mellody nodded her understanding. “That was a wise precaution, Corporal. How far behind you is your captain?”

    The corporal swallowed hard, then almost whispered, “Just out of sight up the road. They are waiting for me to report.”

    Drake shook his head, then pointed toward the horses. “Take one of those and go get your captain.”

    The corporal bowed deeply and repeatedly to Drake and Mellody, then grabbed some tack and quickly rode off. 

    “You scared him half to death, Drake,” Mellody murmured softly so only he could hear her.

    “Meant to,” he replied just as softly.

    It wasn’t long before eleven men rode up to the camp and stopped. “Lady Mellody?” the officer asked.

    “Yes, Captain?” Mellody asked as she stepped forward. 

    The captain looked at her, then dismounted and bowed. “Lady Mellody, what are you doing here?” he asked softly. 

    “We are making a tour of our lands to allow the nobles to swear to Drake, and to allow him to see his lands. Carelwood had been destroyed several days before we arrived.”

    The captain looked around then asked, “Does anyone know which direction they went, Lady Mellody?”

    Drake stepped up beside Mellody to answer. “They went on toward Carter’s Point. I caught up with them two and a half days up the road. I brought back what they had stolen and disposed of them.”

    The captain looked surprised. “You went after them?”

    “Yes.”

    “Who are you, if I may ask?” the captain asked.

    “This is my husband, Lord Drake Carstairs,” Mellody supplied. Her grin held just a just a touch of evil as the captain took a step backwards.

    “I traced the men from the edge of town and captured them when they tried to waylay me. Based on that, and their confessions, I condemned and executed them.”

    The captain looked uncomfortable. “Sir, you should have returned them for trial.”

    Drake looked him in the eye and asked, “Before who?”

    “Before the lord—” The captain’s voice faltered. 

    “Since I am the lord of these lands, there was no need for me to bring them before anyone.”

    Mellody stepped between them. “Captain, those men killed one hundred and seventy-one of our people. Men, women, and children, whole families were slaughtered. They took them into their houses, robbed them, and killed them. Then they burnt the town. And they are not alone.”

    “Lady Mellody?” the captain asked in a stunned tone. 

    Drake explained. “General Markinson sent his men out into the countryside to terrorize our people in an attempt to draw off General Preston. We can only guess how many of these groups there are. You will assign five of your men to return to Castle Rock with all haste and spread the alarm. Queen Rochelle needs to know what has happened so she can warn the rest of the lords.”

    The captain bowed to Drake before answering. “Lord Drake, we have a pigeon with us.”

    Drake and Mellody exchanged glances, then Drake nodded to the captain. “We’ll compose a message for the queen.”

    The captain looked at his men and raised his hand with three fingers raised. A private with a cage came forward immediately. An inkwell was built into the top of the cage, and a compartment was filled with thin slips of paper. Mellody took the quill and wrote the message.

     


    Queen Rochelle, Vernardia is under attack by Bresardian soldiers. General Markinson sent them out to terrorize the people to draw off our army. Warn the lords. We are going hunting. Mel, CAAV.”

     


    “CAAV?” Drake asked. 

    “Chief Adept of the Armies of Vernardia.” She handed the message to the private, who put it into a carrier attached to the bird’s back and sent it on its way. 

    Captain Vertalan bowed to Mellody. “That bird will be in Castle Rock by nightfall, and the message will be sent to Mount Royal as soon as Major Delvar reads it.”

    Drake nodded. “Very well. Lady Mellody, what’s next on our agenda?”

    “Moving on,” Mellody replied with a hint of relief in her voice. “The next town on this road is Carter’s Point.”


    Chapter 21

    DRAKE AND MELLODY TRAVELED ON IN the morning. They left Arvin and the farmers with everything Drake had recovered and a promise to rebuild Carelwood, and Captain Vertalan with instructions to sweep south with his men on their return to Castle Rock.

    The trip to Carter’s Point was uneventful, as was their visit. Only one lord called Carter’s Point home, and he was delighted to finally meet Mellody and Drake. 

    Several more small villages passed by before they reached the city of Brewington. 

    “Please tell me that name is truly descriptive,” Drake pleaded, making Mellody laugh. 

    “Yes, guzzler, it is. Brewington is where the Carstairs brewery is located. There is a particularly pure spring that wells up at the base of the hill, and the brewery is built over it. What the brewery doesn’t use is pumped up to that water tower,” she pointed to a tank on the hill, “and piped to the whole city. This is one of the few of our cities other than Blue Ridge that can make the boast of having water piped to every house.” Drake smiled as he sat back and looked around. Their party was met at the city gates by a heavy squad of troops. 

    “Halt there and state your business,” a captain ordered.

    Drake rode forward half a length and stopped. “I am Lord Drake Carstairs. Has the warning about the Bresardian raiders reached you?”

    “It has. What proof do you offer that you are really Lord Drake?” the captain asked in reply.

    Drake signaled Mellody forward to his side. “I am Lady Mellody.”

    The captain bowed deeply, and his men followed his example a breath later. “I recognize you, Lady Mellody. Lord Drake, we welcome you to Brewington.”

    Drake nodded to the captain as he rode forward, but his attention was riveted on the sign of an inn up the road. It was called the Capering Bull and looked like a bull kicking his hind feet up. Mellody patted his arm to get his attention.

    “Not that one, Drake. There’s a better inn closer to the brewery. One we own.”

    “Oh?”

    “It’s called the Carstairs Common House. Whenever the brewery tries something new, free samples are passed out to whoever asks. This will allow you to compare recipes with the brewmaster.” Drake’s smile was all the answer she needed, and she laughed at his eager expression. 

    The inn was impressive. Three floors were evident from the arrangement of the windows, and the sign above the doors was the Carstairs Crest framed between two beer mugs.

    Drake and Mellody turned their horses over to Halsey and went inside. The innkeeper strolled over and bowed minimally before asking, “How may I serve you?”

    “You can start by being a bit more polite,” Mellody snarled.

    “I don’t know you,” the man replied in a haughty tone. “Who do you claim to be?”

    Drake looked at the man and then looked up at the ceiling. In the blink of an eye the innkeeper was flat on his back against the roof boards.

    Drake snarled, “You are addressing Lady Mellody Carstairs, Lady of Carstairs, Chief Adept of the Army of Vernardia.”

    “And you’ve just met my husband, Lord Drake Carstairs,” Mellody purred, enjoying the fool’s discomfort.

    Drake released the innkeeper and let him fall, catching him again when he was at eye level. “I don’t think I have to tell you that you’re discharged.” Then he let the man float to the floor.

    “N-No, Lord Drake, please,” the former innkeeper pleaded.

    “An inn is judged by its innkeeper,” Mellody said from Drake’s side. “Your arrogance is offensive, and we’ll not keep an offensive innkeeper in our employ. Be gone. You have until nightfall to remove yourself and your belongings from our inn. Were it in my authority, I’d have you removed from our lands. Now go.”

    The man backed away with a look of pure misery on his face, then turned away. He saw the inn staff looking at him and snapped, “Karlah, Morgal, pack my wardrobe and—”

    “You will pack your own belongings,” Mellody snapped. “Those women work for us, not you.”

    Drake looked at the women and bowed his head minimally. “Karlah, go watch him and make sure he only takes his belongings.”

    One woman, Karlah he supposed, had a wicked grin on her face now. “After you, Mardoe,” she said as she indicated the stairs. “It shouldn’t take long. Everything except your clothes was paid for with the inn’s money. I suppose you should be happy that your money is safely on deposit with the Gold Merchants.”

    Drake took a step forward, but Mellody stopped him. “Let him go, Drake. He’s not very different from most innkeepers except for his arrogance.”

    “I’ve spent a lot of time living in inns, Mel. That,” he nodded toward Mardoe’s back, “is not a typical innkeeper, and especially not for someone running someone else’s inn.”

    They had seated themselves and received their drinks when there was a woman’s shout of, “That’s not yours!” followed by a loud thump from upstairs. 

    Drake was out of his chair and bounding up the stairs before Mellody could stop him. His senses led him to the correct suite and he stopped in the doorway. Mardoe was standing over Karlah with an ornate golden candlestick in his hand. He was breathing heavily, seemingly panting with rage, and he turned toward Drake with a snarl and raised the candlestick like a club. 

    Drake slapped him off his feet without even crossing the room. Mardoe slammed into a wall and collapsed on the floor as Drake stalked across the room and knelt by Karlah. He touched her throat, then closed his eyes and Healed the fractured skull Mardoe had given her. When Karlah opened her eyes he patted her shoulder, and then returned his attention to Mardoe.

    Standing, Drake motioned with both hands and Mardoe’s body rose until he was facing Drake. “Don’t even think about it.”

    “No,” Mardoe begged, “please don’t kill me.”

    Mellody burst into the room and came to an abrupt stop. “Gods Below, would you look at this place?” she whispered in stunned disbelief. 

    Drake nodded. “It looks like our former innkeeper has been living the good life at our expense. This is more opulent than your suite back in Mount Royal.”

    Mellody focused her eyes on Mardoe in silence for a moment, then shook her head. She looked at the wardrobe, noting the fine silk, velvet, and lace clothing. She looked at the furnishings. Then her eyes fell on the golden candlestick by his feet and she saw the blood. 

    “What happened?” she asked, not looking at anyone for the answer.

    “He tried to take—” Karlah began, only to be drown out by Mardoe’s shout of, “Shut up, you slut!”

    Drake looked at Mardoe and suddenly the former innkeeper couldn’t speak. Looking at Mellody, Drake shook his head. “When I got up here, he was standing over Karlah with that candlestick in his hand. I healed her after I slapped him against the wall.”

    Mellody looked at the wardrobe again and everything flew out to the middle of the room. Drawers slid open and their contents joined the pile on the floor. The sheet launched from the bed and wrapped everything. Then she threw the bundle down the stairs.

    “Get out, Mardoe Gestan. Get out before I decide to keep all the stuff you bought with my money.” Mardoe looked at her, then fled down the stairs. 

    Mellody looked at Karlah and asked, “Are you all right?” in a soft tone.

    Karlah looked at Mellody, then smiled and said, “Yes, Lady Mellody. Lord Drake healed me.” She took a step, then smiled at Drake. “You healed everything, didn’t you, Lord Drake?”

    Drake nodded. “It wasn’t that bad. Return to your duties now.” She bowed deeply, and then left the suite. “Let’s look around a bit. I think this is supposed to be our suite, not his.”

    Mellody shook her head as she turned toward the door. “I’m afraid you’re right.”

    The inn was very well appointed, with every room equipped with the highest quality furnishings. By the end of their tour, both of them were thoroughly impressed. 

    “This is as good as any inn I’ve ever stayed in,” Drake murmured. “Even the Royal Bull in Winterhaven.”

    Mellody answered, “It wasn’t this nice when I visited ten years ago.”

    They returned to the ground floor and common room, and were relieved that Mardoe was nowhere in sight. Karlah and the rest of the staff met them. 

    Karlah stepped forward and cleared her throat. “Lord Drake, Lady Mellody, we would like to know what your plans are for us?” she asked.

    Mellody shook her head. “None of you are in trouble. Mardoe seems to have been lining his pockets with our gold, but we have no indication that anyone else has been cheating us.”

    “Keep it that way,” Drake added. 

    Now an older woman stepped forward. “Lord Drake, who will be the new innkeeper?”

    Drake glanced at Mellody before asking, “Who has been here the longest?”

    The woman bowed and answered, “With respect, Lord Drake, I have. I have served the Carstairs family in this inn for twenty-two years.”

    Mellody asked, “Can you read, write, and figure?”

    The woman bowed to Mellody before answering, “Yes, Lady Mellody. I attended school by order of your grandfather, Lord Elindan, from age five till age fifteen. Barnet Frost, the innkeeper prior to Mardoe, let us read from his library, but Mardoe forbid us from entering his room except to clean or—” She paused and bit her lips as she looked at the floor. 

    Mellody and Drake both guessed what she wasn’t saying and Mellody stepped forward to lay her hand on the woman’s arm. “That will never happen again.”

    “No, it won’t,” Drake agreed. “What is your name?”

    The woman bowed as she said, “Millisan Carindon, Lord Drake.”

    Mellody could read Drake well enough to know what he had in mind, so she was the one who said, “Innkeeper Millisan, have someone bring us two beers,” as she turned away and took Drake by the arm. There was a flurry of whispers behind them, and Millisan herself brought two large glasses of beer to their table. 

    “Millisan,” Drake said as he picked up his beer, “have someone, not you, go ask the brewmaster to stop by tomorrow after the midday meal.”

    “Yes, Lord Drake.”

    Mellody added, “And have someone else show our servants up to the suite Mardoe was using. You may use it after we’re gone.”

    Millisan bowed and backed away, still obviously stunned by how quickly her lot in life had changed, then turned and hurried away to follow their instructions. 

    “That’s the last thing any of them expected,” Drake said as he smiled into his beer. 

    Mellody shrugged. “I was surprised too, but I know you well enough to guess what you were planning.”

    Drake whispered, “I’m angrier about Mardoe using the women as his personal sex slaves than about the gold. Gold we have plenty of. Good servants are harder to come by.”

    “It was rape, Drake,” Mellody growled in a hushed, angry tone. “Nothing less than rape, with the threat of dismissal as the knife.” She took a long pull of her beer and shook her head. “I despise high-born men who believe any low-born woman or girl is their fair prey. And Mardoe isn’t high-born! He’s as common as clay.”

    Drake raised an eyebrow at his wife’s angry outburst. “And?”

    Mellody shook her head and continued speaking softly. “And unless one of these women comes right out and accuses him of rape, we can’t touch him.”

    Drake nodded, but only to acknowledge her point, not in agreement. “So we do what we can to make up for not stopping him earlier. I’m going to review the inn account books and see how much damage he did.”

    “And I’m going to have a few words with the mayor and city council.” Mellody sat back and looked around, then started talking in a normal tone. “This didn’t happen overnight or by Mardoe’s conniving alone, and the mayor should have informed me.”

    Drake nodded. “Unless he was in on it.”

    They had finished their beer and begun reviewing the account books when Mardoe returned with twenty armed City Guardsmen behind him. 

    “There they are!” Mardoe all but shrieked. “Arrest them!”

    Two guardsmen stepped forward and addressed Drake. “You are under arrest for impersonating Lord Drake and assaulting Lord Mardoe Gestan—”

    “Lord?” Mellody demanded shrilly. “Mardoe Gestan is a commoner by birth, and Roe would never have raised him to a lord’s station. And certainly not without consulting me.”

    “Silence, you slut!” the leader snarled as his hand swung back as if to backhand Mellody, but he suddenly found himself kneeling with Drake’s hand squeezing his throat.

    Drake’s voice had a terrifying growl behind it as he said, “You will address my wife with respect or I’ll rip your throat out.” 

    All the men around Mardoe drew their weapons, but Drake was through playing nice. Bright golden light flared around every sword and ax, and in that same instant cries of pain resounded through the common room. The smell of burning wood came from the puddles of molten steel on the floor— and Drake blazed with golden power as he looked into the leader’s eyes. 

    “I am Lord Drake Carstairs, Lord of Carstairs, and your overlord.”

    Mellody had snapped to her feet and flung the table out of her way as soon as Drake grabbed the leader. Now she stomped forward and confronted the men. “I am Lady Mellody Carstairs, Lady of Carstairs, and the owner of this town. Where is the mayor?”

    The now-terrified leader of the guardsmen stammered, “In-In his chamber in City Hall.”

    Drake extinguished the fires he’d set and threw the man back against the legs of his followers. A whispered spell bound all their hands and Drake pointed toward the door. “March.”

    Mellody and Drake walked behind the men to the city hall and found seven elegantly dressed men waiting on the front steps. 

    “What’s the meaning of this?” the man in the center demanded, and found himself kneeling on the cobblestones at Drake’s feet with no knowledge of how he’d gotten there.

    “The meaning of this, you arrogant ass, is that Lady Mellody and I were attacked by your guardsmen.”

    The leader of the men whined, “Lord Stevert, we just did as you commanded! We tried to arrest the imposters and they attacked us!”

    The mayor looked up into Drake’s golden eyes, then Mellody’s, but was distracted by the arrival of the captain and his troops. 

    “What is happening here?” he demanded. “Lady Mellody, Lord Drake, has there been trouble?”

    Mellody answered, “Yes, Captain, there has.”

    The mayor looked at him and asked, “Captain Alestan, do you mean to tell me you believe this is really Lord Drake and Lady Mellody?”

    The captain looked startled. “Of course,” he replied in a surprised tone. “I met Lady Mellody two years ago while we were facing off against the Bresardians.”

    The mayor tried to stand, but Drake held him down. “You’ll stay there until we decide what to do with you.” Shifting his attention to the captain, Drake nodded toward the bound men. “That group attacked us on this man’s orders.”

    The captain looked disturbed, but he knew his duty. “Seize them, men. We’ll put them in their own jail until Lord Drake decides what to do with them.”

    “You can’t—” the leader began, but the captain cut him off. 

    “You fools attacked Lord Drake and Lady Mellody! Orders from Mayor Stevert or no, they’d be well within their rights to have you executed on the spot.” The captain looked at the kneeling mayor. “And you as well.”

    Mardoe was backing away slowly, trying to remain inconspicuous, but Drake pointed him out. “Take him as well,” he ordered. 

    “No, no, I didn’t do anything!” Mardoe said as he held out his hands. 

    “You instigated this,” Mellody snapped. “Don’t even try to tell me that you weren’t the one who went to the mayor about being thrown out of our inn. You got the mayor to send these guardsmen to arrest us because your overweening pride couldn’t handle being dismissed from our service.”

    There was a flurry of shared glances as the city officials saw a way out of the trouble they were in. It took less than a breath before the mayor and all the councilors were shouting that Mardoe was behind the attack. The city guardsmen who had actually gone after Drake and Mellody were shouting even louder.

    Drake bellowed, “Be silent!” and the entire group lost their ability to speak. “Where is our sheriff?” he demanded and one of the city councilmen stepped forward. At Drake’s nod, he introduced himself. 

    “Lord Drake, I am Lord Sheriff Dalkar Stevert.”

    Drake nodded, then demanded, “What is your relationship to the mayor?”

    “Chardis is a distant cousin on my father’s side.”

    Drake nodded, then pointed toward the guardsmen. “Are those your men?”

    “Yes, Lord Drake.”

    “Did you send them after us?”

    “Yes, Lord Drake.”

    “Why?”

    The sheriff bowed slightly before answering. “Innkeeper Mardoe came to the council claiming that a man and a woman were in his inn pretending to be Lord Drake and Lady Melody, and that they had assaulted him. I sent twenty men to the inn at Mayor Chardis’ insistence with orders to take the imposters into custody.”

    Mellody demanded, “Did it occur to you that we might be the real Mellody and Drake?” 

    The sheriff shook his head. “No, Lady Mellody. We received no notice that you would be visiting.”

    Drake was staring at the sheriff as he stroked his chin in thought. “We did arrive unannounced,” he murmured to Mellody. “But I think Mardoe knew the truth when he went to the mayor. How about letting them get back to business with a warning and turn Mardoe over to the sheriff for punishment? He’s the one who instigated all of this trouble.”

    “As you wish, Drake,” she softly replied with a slight smile. Turning, she looked around and spoke in her normal tone. “Mayor Chardis, Sheriff Dalkar, you heard that. Take care of this mess you’ve made. Tomorrow we’ll be visiting your council to discuss the troubles we’re facing.”

    The mayor finally scrambled to his feet and bowed. “Yes, Lady Mellody, at once.” Turning to the sheriff he snapped, “Arrest Mardoe Gestan and lock him up.” The guardsmen already had Mardoe by the arms, so they just turned and dragged him away. 

    Mellody asked, “Drake, did you have anything else to say to the mayor?” in a honey-sweet purr. 

    Drake shook his head. “No, darling, not today.” 

    Mellody nodded, then spoke to the mayor. “Lord Mayor Chardis, we’ll see you again tomorrow. Until then, assemble your account books so I can see how much I’ve—we’ve made in the past year.”

    The mayor and his councilors bowed as he replied, “As you command, Lady Mellody.”


    Chapter 22

    DRAKE HEADED BACK TO THE INN with Mellody by his side. They were twenty paces away when she asked, “Did you arrange that to punish Mardoe?”

    Drake chuckled. “No, he did it all by himself. Now that you mention it, though, it did work out just about right. Tomorrow we’ll suggest that Mardoe should spend a nice long time in prison.”

    “The rest of his life would suit me just fine.”

    Drake chuckled  as he replied, “Yes, that would suit me as well.”

    The night passed quietly. It was well into the morning when they walked into the city hall. A young man met them as soon as they entered the building. 

    “Lord Drake, Lady Mellody, this way, please,” he said as he repeatedly bowed. He led them to an elegantly appointed chamber where the mayor and his council were waiting. All of them stood as soon as the doors opened. 

    Mayor Chardis stepped toward them and smiled. “Lord Drake, Lady Mellody, welcome.” Drake nodded minimally while Mellody ignored him completely. 

    Not getting the response he was looking for, the mayor continued. “We have added chairs at the foot of the table for you to—”

    Drake interrupted by saying, “I will take the head of the table.”

    Mellody simply walked to the foot of the table and waited. When no one offered to help seat her, she swept the room with a contemptuous glare and moved the chair into place herself. Once seated, she continued to glare at the men around her. 

    Drake took the mayor’s seat and looked around. The mayor and councilors took the hint and sorted themselves out. Once everyone was seated, he opened the discussion by saying, “Whatever plans and schemes you have in play end now.”

    The mayor looked startled for an instant before asking, “Lord Drake, what do you mean?”

    “He means,” Mellody growled from the other end of the table, “that the little power games you have been playing while I was tied up with the Bresardians will no longer be tolerated.”

    The mayor focused his attention on Mellody as he tried to make an excuse. “Lady Mellody, please, you don’t understand—”

    “We understand quite well,” Drake snapped. “Lord Gavan was too busy to check on you, so you took advantage of his distraction to build yourselves a nice little empire. Those guardsmen referred to Mardoe Gestan as a lord yesterday. They wouldn’t have done that unless someone higher up was letting Mardoe get away with impersonating a lord. That could only have been you, Mayor Chardis, and this council.”

    “L-Lord Drake, no, you see—” the mayor stammered, but he was once again cut off.

    “We see quite well,” Mellody snapped, once again drawing everyone’s attention. “We see commoners parading around, pretending to be lords. We see our profits, gold and silver that should have been delivered to Blue Ridge to be used to support our troops, being used for the personal aggrandizement of our servants.” She swept the council with a scathing glare. “That, noble birth or not, is all each of you is: our servant.”

    The mayor turned toward Drake in appeal, but Drake’s obvious anger made him just swallow his objection and turn back toward Mellody. “Lady Mellody, that is not entirely true.” 

    “Isn’t it?” she asked.

    “This town was built around the brewery by the Carstairs family for our employees,” Drake said in a low tone. “The Lord of Carstairs owns this entire town.”

    “Not the entire town, Drake,” Mellody corrected. “There has been some construction by others over the years, but we still own about eighty-five percent.” Looking at the mayor, she continued in a stern tone.

    “Your appointments, your authority, come from us, and we can withdraw those appointments at any time and replace you with someone else if we feel there is a reason.”

    All five members of the council were looking distinctly uncomfortable. Sheriff Dalkar hesitantly drew Mellody’s attention. 

    “Lady Mellody, is there something specific that has you so angry?”

    “Yes,” Drake answered. “It has been brought to our attention that several people in this town have been using our gold to enhance their lifestyles and banking their own gold to use later. Mardoe was one of them, and we’ve been told of others.”

    The city councilmen looked at one another, and then the mayor spoke. “Lord Drake, I have to confess that I have used city funds to redecorate my offices and residence, but that has been common practice here since long before I was appointed to the office of mayor.”

    Sheriff Dalkar was nodding his agreement. “Maintaining city buildings, City Hall, the Sheriff’s Office and Jail, and the Mayor’s Residence, has always been part of the city budget.”

    “As is true in every city,” Mellody replied, “but I have never seen opulence like I observed in Mardoe’s suite, even in Blue Ridge.”

    The mayor and councilmen again exchanged glances. “We didn’t realize—Please accept our most humble apologies, Lady Mellody. I was under the impression that we were just maintaining equality with the other major cities in Vernardia.”

    Drake shook his head. “No, you have exceeded them by a wide margin. Mount Royal is the only place I’ve seen in Vernardia that is even close, and even then, I can only compare what I’ve seen here with the queen’s suite in the palace.”

    Now the mayor looked very uncomfortable. “Perhaps we exceeded what was needed, but we meant well.”

    Mellody shook her head and addressed the sheriff. “Have you seen Mardoe’s suite in our inn? My suite in the palace isn’t anywhere close to that ornate.”

    The sheriff looked worried, and Drake pounced. “I take it from your expression that we’d be disturbed by your quarters as well.” The sheriff nodded mutely, and Drake shook his head. “It would be counterproductive to have you redecorate in a more subdued style. And cost more gold. However,” he paused and swept the room with an angry glare, “you will not continue the practice.”

    All the city councilmen nodded their agreement. The mayor spoke for all of them when he said, “We shall limit ourselves in the future.”

    “Very well,” Mellody replied in a soft tone. “Now to new business. The former Bresardian General Markinson has sent his men into Vernardia in an attempt to draw General Preston away from what used to be the Bresardian Continental Province. We found one town they had destroyed ourselves, and we’ve heard of several others. All Army detachments are to be on full alert, and all men trained in arms shall, and I do mean all of you,” she looked at each councilman, “shall have your weapons close at hand to defend your town and the rest of Carstairs if needed.”

    “You’re calling up the draft?” one of the councilors asked in a stunned whisper. 

    “Yes,” Drake replied. “Our information is that General Markinson has twelve hundred and thirty-six men under his command. While the only verified count we have of these groups is from the one we encountered, we are guessing ten groups of eleven men each. That is only a guess based on when and where the attacks occurred.”

    “What can we do?” one of the councilors whined as he wrung his hands in fear. “It’s been dozens of years since we have had to fight anyone.”

    “You all show up and hope they are frightened off by the number of men you have,” Mellody snapped. “You cannot appease these men. If you try, they’ll kill you and your families, and burn the town.”

    Drake looked around and said, “That will be all for today, lords. We’ll only be staying a few more days. Have the appropriate proclamations posted around town. The sooner you are prepared, the sooner we can move on to the next city.”

    Drake and Mellody stood and the councilmen immediately stood as well, bowing deeply as their overlords left the room.

    Mellody waited until they were outside before saying, “The only way any of them is going to face these raiders is if the town falls and they are slaughtered.”

    “Agreed, but at least the commoners who were soldiers will arm themselves,” Drake murmured. 

    They returned to the inn and found another surprise. Ten men and women were waiting for them, each dressed in their finest clothing. As soon as Mellody and Drake were recognized, all of them bowed.

    A single old man straightened and stepped forward. “Lord Drake, Lady Mellody, we have come to swear our fealty to you,” he smiled as he turned to face Mellody directly, “as we did to your grandfather so long ago.”

    Mellody smiled and nodded. “Thank you, Lord Berdin,” she replied, smiling broadly at his expression of delighted surprise that she recognized him after so long.

    One by one the couples stepped forward and Mellody introduced all but one of them by name. “You’re new to me,” she murmured. 

    The man and woman both bowed deeply. The woman smiled as she said, “Lady Mellody, I am Ferhan Havencroft, Lady of Havencroft, and this is my husband, Lord Westlin.”

    “I thought Lord Victis—”

    The woman looked sad as she answered the unasked question. “My father died a year ago, and mother soon after. Both of my brothers fell to the Bresardians, so the estate came to us.”

    “I wasn’t informed,” Mellody whispered. 

    Westlin bowed as he said, “Lady Mellody, Lord Drake, we swear our fealty to you as Lord and Lady Carstairs.”

    Mellody smiled as she replied, “We accept your fealty, Lord and Lady Havencroft.”

    Another visitor arrived shortly after the midday meal. A tall, slender man walked up to their table and bowed. “Lord Drake, Lady Mellody, I am Darvel Menkan, Master Brewer of the Carstairs Brewery.”

    Drake smiled broadly and motioned toward a chair. “Join us. We wanted to discuss brewing recipes with you.”

    Mellody chuckled and shook her head. “Not me, Drake. This was your idea. I’m going to wander around a bit.” Drake and Darvel stood to bow as she walked away. 

    Drake motioned back to the table. “I like your brew, Darvel. Have you ever tried—”

    * * *

    Mellody was chuckling as she walked away. Drake’s fascination with brewing beer was something she just didn’t understand. She left the inn and walked up the main street with a smile on her lips. Brewington was one of the largest cities on the Carstairs lands, and one of the richest. 

    She was just strolling along, not going anywhere in particular, when screams echoed through the streets. She shielded herself, and then ran toward the screams. 

    The sound led her down a dark alley, and into a courtyard. A group of men was circled around something, and she shouted, “Stand aside!”

    The men turned toward her, and she found herself facing nine armed men while two others continued raping a young woman. Power wreathed her in silver, and she struck the men, only to have her power reflected back in her face. 

    The men attacked as soon as she staggered back, and one of them said, “I’m first with this one.” It was the last thing he ever said.

    A ball of golden power materialized in the center of the men, and the Daemon’s hiss of rage echoed in the small space. The protective amulets the men were carrying meant nothing to the creature, nor did their armor, swords, or axes. In moments, the Daemon was alone with Mellody and the rape victim. Light once again shrouded the Daemon and when it faded Drake was there, hugging Mellody. 

    “Are you all right, darling?” he murmured. 

    “I am, but she’s not.” She pointed to the girl and Drake saw the deep gash across her throat. She had died even before Drake arrived. One of the men moaned, and she seized him by the front of his shirt. A quick search revealed the protective amulet that had deflected her power, and she threw it against a wall. Then she put both hands on the sides of his head and used a Forbidden Spell, one that was as well-known as the charm to bring foxfire to your fingers, and forced rapport on the man. Minds melded, and she ruthlessly stripped him of his memories.

    She snarled, “They’re already here, Drake,” as she twisted the man’s head violently, breaking his neck. “This team and two others.” She called power around herself, then sent it coursing through the city. 

    Drake asked, “What are you looking for?”

    “The amulets. The power signature is strange, but distinctive.”

    Drake knelt and grasped another of the amulets and felt the hair on the back of his neck rise. He knew that signature, and said one word as he stood: “Crawn.”

    “What? Your kitten?” Mellody demanded, angry at him for breaking her concentration.

    “Crawn, the Ocellen I defeated at Blue Ridge. The other group didn’t have any magical protections. I wonder why these did.”

    Mellody closed her eyes again and resumed her search. “I have them,” she murmured. She reached out and took his hand, then opened her mind to him. “Can you see?”

    Drake closed his eyes and followed her thoughts to where the other raiders had taken over an inn. He looked to the side and two quivers of arrows flew to his hand. Then, putting an arm around Mellody’s shoulders, he teleported both of them to the raiders. 

    The sudden appearance of two people in the common room threw some of the raiders off balance, especially since Drake threw in a thunder-clap for good measure, but they recovered quickly. Four of the raiders rushed toward them after the initial shock had worn off, but Drake simply tossed arrows at them. Magic sped them on their way, driving them through the men’s chests with ease. 

    Other raiders had drawn knives and swords, but Mellody had learned from her husband. The knives of the men Drake had killed flew with a will of their own to bury themselves in the unprotected throats of the attackers. 

    A thrown ax bounced off Drake’s shields, and he sent it whirling back to its origin. The ax decapitated the man who threw it, then killed three more men before burying itself in the wall.

    One of the men screamed, “You can’t use magic against us!” Drake’s answer was to put an arrow through the fool’s eye. That seemed to quell the resistance of the rest. 

    Mellody shouted, “Drop your weapons!” 

    Another man screamed, “Magi are forbidden to use magic against regular troops!”

    Drake looked at him and used magic to twist his head around backwards. “In war, against troops, yes. In peacetime, against bandits, no.”

    “We are Bresardian soldiers!” another man shouted. 

    “The war with Bresardia is over,” Mellody snapped. “You lost. Your General Markinson has condemned you all by turning you into bandits preying on our people.”

    The surviving men had gathered in a corner of the common room, and one man stepped forward. “We are soldiers! You can’t say we’re not.”

    Drake’s answer was to simply shrug. “You are bandits, arrested for banditry, no matter what you choose to call yourselves.”

    Mellody asked, “Drake, can you neutralize those amulets?” 

    He answered with a whispered spell that shattered all of Crawn’s protective devices. All the men looked shocked as Drake said, “There we go.”

    “You can’t—” one man whispered. 

    Another just asked, “How?”

    Drake looked at them and said, “I destroyed your Ocellen. Destroying his creations is easy.”

    “You can’t touch us!” a man toward the back shouted. 

    Drake looked at them and smiled. “I am Lord Drake Carstairs, and this,” he bowed to Mellody, “is my wife, Lady Mellody Carstairs, Chief Adept of the Army of Vernardia. You men have committed murder on our lands. We condemn you to death.”

    Several of the men screamed, “No!” but Drake ignored them. A whispered spell bound all the men, and Drake pointed toward the door. Another spell cleaned up the trash. 

    Mellody looked at the terrified innkeeper and said, “You can keep everything but their weapons. Have them delivered to Lord Mayor Stevert tomorrow.”

    The poor man bowed several times before finally managing to say, “Yes, Lady Mellody, as you command. And thanks to the Gods that you’ve come to free us.”

    Drake was marching his prisoners up the street, and she hurried her steps to catch up. When she was walking beside her husband she asked, “Where are you taking them, Drake?”

    “To the Lord Sheriff.”

    “Why bother?”

    Drake looked at her and sighed. “I want a chance to question them about where General Markinson is, and how many men he’s sent out.”

    “If any of them know,” she grumbled. 

    Drake chuckled. “Two of them are officers. They held back and let their men die.”

    “Cowards.”

    Drake chuckled. “Better for us in the long run.”

    A crowd had formed behind them as they walked, and the noise alerted the sheriff and his men. 

    Lord Sheriff Stevert and four deputies came out of their office and stood waiting until Drake and Mellody came to a stop. The sheriff asked, “Lord Drake, has there been trouble?”

    Mellody answered, “Yes, Sheriff Stevert, there has. Thirty-three Bresardian bandits infiltrated our town. I came upon one group of eleven while they were in the process of raping a young girl. Drake dealt with them, but unfortunately the girl was killed by one of her attackers. These,” she gestured toward the bound men, “had taken over an inn as their base of operations.”

    The sheriff looked disturbed. “Lady Mellody, there are only eight prisoners.”

    Mellody glanced behind her, and then shrugged. She simply said, “The rest put up a fight.”

    One of the prisoners shouted, “They used magic against us! That is a breach of the rules of war between our kingdoms.”

    The sheriff raised his eyebrows, but Drake shook his head. “There is no current war between Bresardia and Vernardia. As such, you are outside the rules of war. Your actions brand you as bandits, no matter what you believe you are accomplishing.”

    “General Markinson will hear of this!”

    Drake focused on the speaker and smiled. “Tell me about General Markinson,” he commanded in an eerie, echoing voice.

    The man started talking, telling much the same story as the first group had. “The general has thousands of troops behind him!” the man finally shouted. “He’ll take our lands back from you filthy Vernardians!”

    Drake waved the sheriff down from the porch. “Take them into custody. Their public execution should provide our people with some satisfaction as well as justice for the people they’ve killed.”

    “Lord Drake,” the sheriff said in a timid voice, “you’re simply condemning them?”

    “Yes.”

    Mellody asked, “Do you have a problem with that?”

    The sheriff looked into her eyes, and what he saw there made him take a step back. “No. No, Lady Mellody, I have no problem with that.”


    Chapter 23

    THE MORNING AIR WAS CRISP AND clear, and hundreds of people filled the square outside the city hall. Word had been spread by the people who had followed behind Drake and Mellody about the execution, and the people were anxious for the show.

    Drake looked out of the city hall from a second-floor window and shook his head. He muttered, “This is ghoulish,” as he watched vendors selling beer, wine, spirits, and assorted finger-foods to the crowd.

    “At least beheading is quick, Drake,” Mellody replied in a soft voice. “The Bresardians use slow strangulation as their preferred form of execution.”

    Drake shook his head eloquently. “I guess I’d better start.” With that he went to the balcony on the front of the city hall. A simple spell amplified his voice. 

    He began speaking, and his voice echoed across the square. “People of Brewington, yesterday we discovered that a large party of bandits, former Bresardian soldiers, had invaded our town. Most of them died fighting. The remaining eight men were captured. Their crimes include theft, rape, and murder in several cities between here and the border of what used to be the Bresardian Continental Province.”

    He paused for an instant and shook his head. “The former Lord General Markinson of the Bresardian Army has sent these groups into Vernardia to terrorize the populace in an effort to draw off Lord General Preston and his men. This is our answer.” He looked over to where the sheriff was waiting and nodded. 

    Lord Sheriff Stevert turned and two of his men led each of the condemned men out of the prison. Each man was bound and gagged, and their hair had been shorn short to avoid interfering with the headsman. They were dressed in undyed wool breechcloths for a pauper’s burial, and nothing else. The headsman, in traditional red leather clothing and hood, followed the last man with his sword on his shoulder.

    The sheriff led the men to the porch of the city hall and stopped to look up at Drake for a moment. Seeing no sign that he was going to change his mind, the sheriff turned and motioned the first man up to the platform. 

    The two men holding the man forced him to kneel with his neck on the block. His shoulders were shaking as he wept, but there was to be no mercy. The headsman swung his sword in two-handed blow and the man’s head fell into a waiting wagon as the crowd burst into cheers. His twitching body was thrown into the wagon a moment later.

    The scene was repeated six more times, but the last man, the youngest and lowest ranked, was to have a different fate. As the headsman brought his sword back, Mellody’s voice rang across the square.

    “Hold! Headsman, stay your hand,” she shouted, and the headsman stepped back. “Prisoner, you are free. Tell your comrades and general what has happened here. Remind him that Bresardia was defeated and the war is over. Remind him that you, he, and everyone in the former Bresardian lands are now Vernardians, owing your fealty to the Carstairs family, as the people of those lands did before Bresardia seceded and captured them.”

    One of the deputies led a saddled horse to the front of the building. A bundle of clothes, the prisoner’s by design, was tied behind the saddle.

    Drake commanded, “Free him,” and the deputies holding the man cut his bindings. “Go now and deliver our message to your people. There is no war, and the actions of General Markinson are treason. We will not hesitate to use our full magical abilities against his followers.” 

    The young man, much younger than Mellody, looked up at them with tears in his eyes, then bolted for the horse. He was in the saddle and galloping away in an instant, and Drake sighed as he watched him go.

    “Ride like the God of Pain is on your heels, boy,” he muttered. “Don’t make me kill all of those men.”

    Mellody looked up at Drake and smiled. “I hope this works.”

    * * *

    Drake and Mellody stayed in Brewington until a message came from Mount Royal six days later. 

     


    “Lord Drake Carstairs, Lady Mellody Carstairs, the traitorous former Bresardian General Markinson has taken to the field with his entire command and is marching through Vernardia, killing everyone they encounter and burning towns and crops as they go.”

    “Lady Mellody, your hands are free in this matter, as are Lord Drake’s. You are instructed to use any and all force to protect Vernardia.”

    “By my hand and in my name, Rochelle Feldman, Queen of Vernardia.”

     


    A short time after they received the note, Drake and Mellody walked out of their suite wearing mage robes in the Carstairs silver and blue. Both of them sported the Carstairs Crest on the left breast.

    Jeannette and Elwin, with the rest of the servants, met them on the ground floor. Elwin bowed as he said, “Lord Drake, as you commanded, your horses are ready to ride, and your saddlebags are as full of travel provisions as we can stuff them.”

    Jean bowed to Mellody. “Lady Mel, your special supplies are tied to your saddle bow. Are you certain you won’t—”

    “Jean,” Mellody interrupted, “we’re faster alone. Nothing is going to happen to us.” 

    Jeannette sighed deeply and shook her head, but she obeyed her mistress.

    Drake led the way outside and found the road in front of the inn packed with as many people as it would hold. In the front, beside the two restive horses, was the city council along with Captain Alestan and his men. 

    The captain immediately stepped forward and bowed. “Lord Drake, please reconsider. The two of you alone—”

    Drake raised his hand to stop the captain. “Your responsibility is the safety of Brewington and its people. Mellody and I are a force that needs no army behind it. We’ll deal with the traitor Markinson and his men.” The captain drew a deep breath as if to protest some more, but finally just shook his head in frustration and stepped back.

    Drake and Mellody mounted their horses and a path to the gates cleared for them. As they rode out a cheer rose from the gathered people, speeding them on their way. 

    Drake set the pace, choosing to keep them at an easy canter. Mellody rode in silence beside him until the town had vanished behind them.

    “How confident are you that we can defeat Markinson and his men?”

    Drake chuckled. “Absolutely certain. Mel, you’ve never seen me at my worst. General Boatwright and his entire army wouldn’t be a challenge.”

    “You and your secrets,” she groused, but kept her temper in check.

    The two didn’t make a forced march of it. Rather, they made it a belated honeymoon, stopping early each day. They enjoyed the warm weather together, often skinny-dipping in streams they camped beside. Neither of them had a bashful bone in their bodies so they went only partially clothed or totally nude in camp. 

    It took nine days to encounter the first refugees from Markinson’s March. A group of riders approached their camp near sundown and Drake hastily clothed both of them.

    “Hello the camp,” a voice shouted. “May some travelers share your fire?”

    “Come ahead, travelers,” Drake answered, “and be welcome.” Three men, five women, and a dozen children came forward and stopped at the edge of the firelight. 

    “I am Fraldan Deristan,” and older man said as he bowed, “and with me are my family.”

    Drake stood as Mellody came to his side. “I am Drake, and my wife is Mel.”

    The family came forward now and spread out. The men and older women had been carrying sticks and pieces of wood, and they built up the fire a little. Fraldan sat across from Drake and nodded. 

    “Please accept our thanks, Drake. Have you heard about the attack?”

    “Yes, we have.”

    Fraldan nodded again. “The Bresardians are raping, killing, and burning their way across the kingdom. We’ve seen no sign of our army.”

    “They were in the new territory trying to bring the people there into line,” Mellody said as she looked at the fire. “Our best information is that they are twenty days behind General Markinson.”

    The woman beside Fraldan asked, “How do you know so much?”

    Drake answered, “Information has been coming up from Mount Royal.”

    The woman nodded. “You’re welcome to travel on with us in the morning.”

    Mellody shook her head. “We are going the other way. I have to make sure my mother got away.”

    Fraldan looked at Mellody, then at Drake. “Going to be a long walk.”

    Drake shook his head, but his suspicions were fully aroused now. “We have our horses.”

    Now Fraldan’s smile twisted into something evil. “You had horses.” He glanced up over Drake’s head and the men who had crept up behind them swung the stout branches they were carrying. 

    Drake and Mellody just sat calmly as the branches vaporized against Drake’s shields. Drake’s calm demeanor remained in place as he said, “I am the Adept Mage, Lord Drake Carstairs.”

    “I am Lady Mellody Carstairs,” Mellody said as she rose to her feet, “Chief Adept of the Armies of Vernardia.”

    Fraldan and his followers tried to flee, but Drake bound their hands and feet with a thought. “That was stupid,” he said as he looked at Fraldan.

    “No, please don’t kill us,” the woman pleaded. “We’re only trying to get away!”

    “Trying to get away with everything you can,” Mellody snarled. 

    Drake was shaking his head slowly. “We really don’t have time to waste on them.” 

    “What would you suggest we do then? Kill them here?” Mellody asked with her head tilted to the side and a pretty smile on her lips. There was a general moan of fear from the prisoners that drew her attention. “You have something to say?” 

    “Please, Lady Mellody, we aren’t their family,” a younger woman begged. “They forced us to join them!” 

    “They killed Papa!” a young girl cried. 

    Drake looked at Mellody, then scanned the minds around him. “It would seem that only the old man, the old woman, and these two fools,” he motioned to the men who had attacked them, “are related. The rest are as they claim, semi-captives fleeing the Bresardians.” 

    “What would you suggest?” Mellody asked. 

    “They did kill several men and women in the past few days. Bury the bodies here?” he asked as he looked at his still-smiling bride. 

    Mellody nodded. “The rest of you are free to take all their goods with you in the morning. The four members of the Deristan family are condemned.” 

    All four of the condemned began to thrash on the ground, but Drake’s spell held them fast and silent. The rest found themselves free. Mellody motioned and the condemned drifted to the side. 

    “Join us,” she invited, motioning to the side of the fire.

    The women and children stepped forward and bowed. “Lady Mellody, are you sure?” 

    Mellody smiled and nodded once. “We welcome you, our people. We’re on our way to face the Bresardians and throw them back.” 

    One of the women cleared her throat and said, “Lady Mellody, Lord Drake, the Bresardians are headed northwest, toward Blue Ridge.” 

    Drake and Mellody exchanged glances. “We were told they were headed south toward Mount Royal,” Drake said cautiously. 

    The woman shook her head. “Begging your pardon, Lord Drake, but no, they aren’t. Not anymore. They were on the trade road south at first, but at Nerlanthan they turned northwest.” 

    Drake asked, “Are you sure?” in a suspicious tone. 

    The woman nodded rapidly. “Yes, Lord Drake. We’re from Nerlanthan.” She motioned, and two children came to her. “We fled south until we had the misfortune of meeting up with Fraldan and Methea.”

    Mellody shook her head. “We are going to have to turn north as soon as we can, Drake.” 

    “Agreed,” Drake whispered. 

    Mellody turned toward the woman and nodded. “Thank you for the information.” 

    Drake looked toward the bound prisoners and sighed. “Kill them or free them?” he asked as he turned toward Mellody. 

    “Neither and both,” Mellody whispered. “SAH HAH ESAH CHO! ESAH MESTAL CHO!” she intoned as Drake’s face took on an almost comical look of shock. Turning back toward the women, Mellody asked, “What are your names. Just the adults, please.” 

    The woman they had been talking to answered, “Lady Mellody, I am Sunaria Chamberlain.” 

    Another woman said, “If you please, Lady Mellody, my name is Gloranna Hestal.” 

    The last two stepped forward together, but only the older of the two spoke. “Lady Mellody, I am Veran Baker, and this is my little sister-in-law, Meedan Baker.” 

    Mellody smiled and finished her spell. “Sunaria, Gloranna, Veran, and Meedan, each of you now has a devoted servant who will obey your every command. Be careful: if you tell them to kill themselves, they will.” 

    At the wide-eyed looks of shock from the women, Drake freed the prisoners. They stood and walked stiff-legged to their new mistresses. Drake looked at Fraldan and smiled. “Your punishment is life-long servitude to the women you captured. Don’t worry, though. You’re old enough that you shouldn’t last more than twenty or twenty-five years. Your sons look to have fifty or sixty years to regret your actions.” 


    Chapter 24

    THEY PARTED COMPANY THE NEXT MORNING. The women had loaded their new servants with all their baggage for the long trek back home. Drake gave each woman ten copper coins to buy food with, then he and Mellody rode off in pursuit of General Markinson.

    Drake looked at Mellody and shrugged. “Meeting them was fortunate for us and those women. We wouldn’t have found out about their turn until we reached Nerlanthan if Sunaria hadn’t told us.” 

    Mellody nodded. “Why would he head for Blue Ridge? That boy we sent back to him should have told him we were in Brewington.” 

    “The timing is wrong,” Drake muttered. “He couldn’t have made it back to Fort Grandan in just six days. Markinson doesn’t know we’re after him.” 

    “He could have made it to Nerlanthan in time,” Mellody said in a soft, thoughtful tone. “He could have warned Markinson there. That would account for the turn northwest.”

    “Yes, it would,” Drake agreed. “This road is an almost straight shot from Brewington to Nerlanthan.” 

    “We have to push hard from now on, Drake. They aren’t coming to us anymore. Blue Ridge is strongly fortified, but there are only thirty soldiers to reinforce Lord Sheriff Marlow.” 

    The next town they encountered was the thriving community of Golden Pheasant Run, a farming community of more than five thousand souls. Sunaria’s news was repeated there and more was added: Markinson was leaving no survivors and taking no prisoners. Worse was that they were at least thirteen days behind Markinson’s force. 

    Drake and Mellody pushed their horses as hard as they dared. Still, they only managed to make up one day for every two they traveled, and the devastation Markinson was leaving in his wake left Mellody with a haunted look to her eyes. That look, more than anything else, infuriated Drake and made up his mind: he wouldn’t toy with Markinson. 

    They caught up with Markinson’s force at the gates of Blue Ridge. They were seen and confronted almost immediately. Several men in officer’s uniforms came out in front of their force and stood waiting. One in particular stood out a little farther and smiled. 

    “So, the fearsome Magi have arrived,” he shouted. “We’re not afraid of you! If you try anything, this is the fate of your women.” He motioned to the side and two men pulled a heavily pregnant woman to the front. Without a word, the men holding her drove their swords through her kidneys, crossing in her belly in a manner that had to have cut her unborn baby in half. 

    Mellody’s scream of horror and grief was drowned out by Drake’s roar of rage: a sound that no one in Vernardia had ever heard before. A roar that no human throat could possibly produce: the battle-roar of an enraged dragon. 

    Drake took thirty running paces toward the Bresardians before he transformed. Between one stride and the next the running man became a galloping dragon, and his battle-roar once again echoed off the walls of Blue Ridge. 

    Horses went mad with terror as the apex predator of their world suddenly appeared before them. Men froze, their instincts screaming for them to hide. The Bresardians found themselves facing something that no training could prepare them for. Two hundred feet of gleaming golden dragon fell on them like a terrier on a nest of rats.

    Amberdrake’s first action was to slaughter General Markinson and his staff, including the men who had murdered the pregnant woman and her child. Power that no human Adept could ever begin to rival washed over the force, separating soldier from civilian. No soldier survived. Amberdrake’s power extinguished their lives like candles in a gale and their bodies vanished without a trace. Then he pounced on some fleeing horses and filled his grumbling belly.

    * * *

    Mellody had been thrown by her horse when Drake roared the first time. She had struggled back to her feet almost immediately and was marshalling her power to strike at the Bresardians as Drake ran forward. A yip of surprise slipped from her lips when her husband vanished, and a dragon appeared in his place, and she stumbled backwards to land seated on the ground again. Both of their horses broke and ran back the way they had come as soon as the dragon appeared.

    Mellody was still sitting on the ground in stunned awe a few breaths later when Amberdrake started eating whole horses like they were nothing more substantial than sausages. Shock and fear ebbed and transformed into excitement and annoyance. 

    She whispered, “I knew I recognized that name,” as her eyes narrowed. 

    Amberdrake carefully walked back to Mellody and looked down at her. She was standing with her arms crossed; an expression of anger was plastered on her face, and one foot was tapping the ground slowly.

    Lowering his great head to her he said, “Sorry.” 

    Mellody looked up at his eye and replied, “I knew your name was familiar, Drake. ‘Drake Standralson’ was the name Amberdrake used as a human in the first story I read about you, the one about when you rescued a bunch of women and became their lord and lover, founding Amberdrake’s Children in the process.” 

    Amberdrake backed away a step. “Now, Mellody, not all of them. Just Amber.” 

    “Not according to the book I read.” 

    Amberdrake tilted his head like a child caught in a lie and tried to make to make puppy-dog eyes as he said, “Honest.” 

    She gave him a look of mulish anger, and then nodded. She said, “Drake?” very softly.

    “Yes, Mellody,” he replied as he brought his head closer. 

    Mellody grabbed the stick she’d braced behind her and swung it in a two-handed blow across his muzzle. She shouted, “No more secrets!” as the stick broke in half.

    Amberdrake’s head whipped back from the blow and he went head-low with his fore claws wrapped protectively across his muzzle. He whispered, “Yes, darling,” then fell silent. 

    Amberdrake retained his draconian form as they settled down to deal with the terrified and abused civilians the Bresardians had forced to accompany them. At Mellody’s instruction, Amberdrake created a pavilion for her with a table and chairs. Also at her instruction, he laid down and put his head beside her, forming a large golden wall around the pavilion. 

    The first people to approach them were women from the camp. “Lady Mellody, is that you?” a woman asked in a cautious tone as she kept her eyes on Drake. 

    “Come forward, my people,” Mellody replied. “He won’t hurt anyone.” 

    “Lady Mellody, it’s a dragon.” 

    Mellody nodded, and then asked, “Have you ever heard any stories about the dragon called Amberdrake?” 

    “Yes, Lady Mellody. They are favorite children’s tales.” 

    Mellody hooked a thumb over her shoulder. “That’s Amberdrake.” 

    “But why is he here?” another woman asked in a trembling whisper. 

    “I married him,” Mellody replied. “Meet Lord Drake Carstairs in his true form.” 

    The women silently backed away, not stopping when Mellody tried to call them back. Soon a group came out of the city. Lord Mayor Braden led his council out of the gates with every soldier and deputy in the city behind them. They approached the pavilion carefully, and then recognized Mellody. “Lady Mel?” 

    “Oh, there you are!” Mellody exclaimed in a happy tone. “Come in, come in. Have a seat.” 

    The men obeyed, but none of them took their eyes off Amberdrake’s recumbent form behind her. “Lady Mel, how?” he asked as he nodded toward the dragon. 

    “Braden, that’s Drake.” 

    “Lord Drake, Lady Mel?” 

    “Yes. My husband.” 

    Gavan walked away from the group and approached the dragon’s head. “Lord Drake?” he asked with a bow.

    “Yes, Gavan.” 

    Gavan glanced over his shoulder and then whispered, “She doesn’t take surprises like this very well.” 

    Amberdrake rubbed the sore spot on his nose and muttered, “I noticed.” 

    Mellody shouted, “I heard that!” and both man and dragon flinched. 

    The morning found Mellody sitting in the crook of Amberdrake’s arm. She was sipping tea and nibbling on her morning meal while they talked. “Why did you wait so long to do something about this, Amberdrake?”

    “I was afraid you’d reject me,” he whispered. 

    “Because of this?” she asked as she rapped the scales on his arm with a knuckle, and then stuck it in her mouth. “Damn, you’re hot.” 

    “All dragons are, Mel,” he replied, then soothed her scorched finger. 

    Mellody looked at her finger, finding no trace of the burn, then went back to eating. “I still love you,” she whispered as she looked at the ground. 

    A moment later a familiar arm went around her shoulders. “And I still love you as well, darling,” Drake whispered against her hair. 

    She turned and wrapped her arms around him. “Please don’t leave me,” she begged, and Drake held her tightly. 

    “I won’t,” he whispered. “Not unless you send me away.” 

    * * *

    A message arrived for Mellody the next day. It was from Queen Rochelle, and written in her own hand. 

     


    
      “Melly, you have to stop them! More Bresardian soldiers have taken to the field. Do anything you have to, but stop this insurrection. Roe.”

       


    

    Drake, in his human form, was reading over her shoulder. “Civil war is the ultimate misnomer.” 

    “We have to ride for the closest border fort, Drake. Have our horses—” Screams and a breath of air that felt like someone had opened a potter’s kiln warned her, and she turned to face the dragon she’d married. 

    “I have a better idea,” Amberdrake muttered. Light flared on his back, between the wing-roots, and a saddle of sorts appeared. Mellody rose and floated through the air to land securely on her husband’s back. A belt of golden material that felt suspiciously like leather wrapped around her, holding her tightly to the seat. 

    Amberdrake whispered, “Lean back and hold on,” then launched himself into the air and flew west, toward their newly reclaimed lands. Mellody’s scream was a mixture of fear, joy, and exultation. 

    It was still a fair distance to the nearest fort, but Amberdrake didn’t fly as fast as he could have. Mellody’s skin couldn’t take wind at that speed and temperature. Even so, it was much less than a quarter of the day later that Amberdrake swept low over the fort. The soldiers scrambled into panicked action as he circled and back-winged to a landing in front of the gates. Arrows, javelins, axes, and even rocks vaporized against Amberdrake’s shields. 

    Mellody’s magically amplified voice rang out, drawing their attention. “Soldiers, hold your weapons. I am Lady Mellody Carstairs, Lady of Carstairs. Bresardia has been defeated and these lands have been returned to the Carstairs family. Trying to deny those facts is foolishness, and fighting against us is treason.” She raised her arm, pointing at Amberdrake’s head. He was looking down at the top of the fort walls, the spires of his head looking like the spikes on the Vernardian crown. “You can’t defeat us. Not with Amberdrake on our side.” 

    The men on the walls dropped the few weapons they had retained as they looked up at the dragon. A man in an elaborate uniform ran out into the center of the fort, exhorting them to fight on, but an arrow from one of his own men silenced him almost immediately. 

    Amberdrake roared as loudly as he could, driving men to their knees under the weight of the sound, then he launched himself into the air again. Up on his shoulders, Mellody was giggling like a school girl. 

    The same scene played out in most of the forts they confronted. Each day they would silence the objections of the former Bresardian soldiers with the message that they were now Vernardians and had better learn to live with it. The nights in between were spent as two young human lovers. 

    * * *

    In the port city of Josvan, Amberdrake looked across the Bresardian Channel and his eyes narrowed. 

    “You know, Mel, the real trouble is over there.” 

    Mellody followed his gaze. “It’s not that far, Drake. I think a quick visit is in order. After all, we are neighbors.” 

    The dragon’s chuckle rumbled in his chest as he took to the air once again. This was a fairly short flight, and the people of the capital city saw them coming long before they reached the island. Panicked people raced through the streets of the capital, fleeing the dragon. Ships set sail, struggling to escape what they were sure was the end of Bresardia. 

    Amberdrake flew straight to the palace and landed on his hind legs, grasping the front of the palace with both front claws for balance. That put Mellody slightly above the balcony of the king’s suite. 

    “Where is King Malcom?” she shouted as weapons of every kind vanished against Amberdrake’s shields.

    “That fool Malcom is dead!” a man in an elaborate uniform shouted back. He was standing bravely in the king’s suite with a sword in his hand, though he was shaking like he was on the verge of a full-blown panic attack.

    Amberdrake bent his head around to look at Mellody, and then asked the man, “Who is the new king?”

    “I am!” the man shouted back. “I am King Rahndal Bresard!”

    Amberdrake bowed his head slightly. “I am Amberdrake, and this,” he bowed his head deeply to Mellody, “is my wife, Lady Mellody Carstairs, Lady of Carstairs, and Chief Adept of the Armies of Vernardia.”

    King Rahndal took an involuntary step back and fell on his backside as he fought to control himself. He spoke in a harsh voice as he asked, “You’re Lord Drake? A dragon?”

     Amberdrake nodded his head slightly. “I am.”

    The king shook his head as he climbed to his feet and took another step back. “We never had a chance, did we?” he asked, looking up at the legendary creature.

    “Not after Amberdrake joined us,” Mellody replied.

    Amberdrake grinned, driving the king another step back. “We’ve put down the insurrection on the mainland. What you used to consider your continental province is once again Vernardian soil, under our control, and the Carstairs lands are once again whole.”

    “For over two hundred and—”

    “Don’t even think about it,” Amberdrake admonished him. “Those lands were captured when the first King of Bresardia split his lands off from Vernardia and went to war. Now, as a consequence of King Malcom and the Ocellen Crawn’s conquest, those lands have been returned to Vernardia and to us.”

    King Rahndal shook his head, finally saying, “I don’t suppose there’s a single damn thing we can do about it, is there?”

    “You can accept it gracefully,” Amberdrake suggested. 

    The king muttered a few curses, then turned and stamped away. 

    Amberdrake called him back by asking, “How did King Malcom die?”

    King Rahndal stalked back and glared at them. “I’ll remind you that I am the king of Bresardia. You will address me with the respect I am due.”

    Amberdrake lowered his head until he was on a level with the king, and was impressed that the man stood his ground. “Very well, King Rahndal, please accept my apologies if I seemed rude. The question remains, Your Majesty: how did King Malcom die, if you would be so kind?”

    The king’s chin firmed up like a child who knows he’s being humored, but he answered rather than push his luck with the dragon on his doorstep. 

    “My young cousin was assassinated by General Cavington of the Royal Guard for almost destroying Bresardia with his desire for Princess Rochelle, and for more territory on the mainland. It is my belief that the creature called Crawn was in large part responsible for that.”

    Mellody entered the discussion by saying, “It is our belief, King Rahndal, that lords in both King Malcom’s and Queen Rochelle’s courts had a hand in the betrothal and subsequent war between our kingdoms.”

    King Rahndal nodded. “You are correct. Those lords vanished surreptitiously immediately after Malcom’s death. If Queen Rochelle asks, I will instruct Ambassador Harin to provide a list of the conspirators on her end.” The king paused to smile. “He’s extremely grateful that I didn’t have him replaced and executed for his part in this debacle.”

    Amberdrake looked at Mellody and received a nod, then turned his attention back to the king. “King Rahndal, we request your permission to return to Vernardia.”

    King Rahndal nodded his head minimally as he said, “You may go.”

    Amberdrake bowed his head deeply, then looked at his wife and suggested, “Mount Royal is only about four or five days’ flight from here. Want to go surprise Queen Rochelle?” Mellody’s giggle was all the answer he needed.


    Chapter 25

    AMBERDRAKE TOOK HIS TIME, FLYING LEISURELY over their lands and listening to Mellody’s delighted comments. One comment in particular caught his attention: “Roe would love this.”

    It took them five days to reach Mount Royal. Amberdrake located a small herd of feral bison and ate a large meal before they reached the city, cooking Mellody a portion as well without having to be told. She would not, however, watch him eat.

     Alarm horns could be heard throughout the city as soon as Amberdrake was spotted. The city guard turned out in force and they were reinforced by the Queen’s Guards as soon as Amberdrake circled the palace. 

    Mellody asked, “Can you land in the courtyard?”

    Amberdrake answered by landing amid a shower of weapons that vaporized against his shields. As soon as Mellody’s feet touched the flagstones, Amberdrake once again became Drake, though his shields remained in place at full force.

    Mellody led the way up to the palace as the Queen’s Guards milled about in confusion. She led the way up to Rochelle’s suite and was met by fifty armed guardsmen, including Saunder.

    “Mellody, Drake, what are you doing here?!” Saunder asked as soon as he recognized them. “Did you see the dragon!?”

    Mellody laughed. “Yes, I saw him. Where’s Roe?”

    Saunder gave her a sideways look, then replied, “In her suite.”

    Mellody smiled and led the way to her own suite, and through it to the queen’s suite. Angry voices led them to a closet. 

    “Let me go! I want to see!”

    “Your Majesty, no! Please, there is no telling what the beast wants!”

    Mellody laughed and opened the door to the accompaniment of a chorus of female screams. “Roe, come out of there,” Mellody said as she chuckled. “You’re safe.”

    Rochelle squealed, “Melly! What are you doing here?”

    “We are here to inform you that the former Bresardian soldiers have been thoroughly terrified and pacified. Additionally, we have received information that should ease tensions between the kingdoms: King Malcom is dead, killed by the general of his royal guard. King Rahndal Bresard now rules Bresardia.”

    Queen Rochelle looked at Mellody in wide-eyed surprise for a moment, and then giggled. “Malcom’s own guards killed him?”

    “That’s what King Rahndal told us,” Drake confirmed. 

    “Roe,” Mellody said to catch her attention again, “do you still have that book of tales about Amberdrake?”

    “Yes. Do you think that was him!?”

    Mellody nodded as she went to the queen’s personal bookshelf. She remained silent until she found the book and opened it to the page she wanted. Turning back, she found Saunder beside Rochelle while Drake propped up a wall. 

    “Roe,” she said as she turned the book around and held it out to Rochelle, “read the name Amberdrake gave to his women.”

    Rochelle scanned the page and said, “Drake Standralson. What does—” She stopped speaking and whipped around to find Drake smiling at her. “You’re—?” Her voice failed as Drake bowed. 

    “For the last eight hundred and one years, yes, I am Amberdrake,” he answered with a smile. “Before that I was a human boy named Drake Standralson.”

    “You were a human?” Saunder asked. “How is that possible?”

    Drake chuckled. “Let me tell you my final secrets.” He turned toward Mellody and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Mellody already knows.”

    Rochelle led them to her sitting room and ordered drinks for all of them. Rochelle was looking at Drake and Mellody with a mixture of fascination and annoyance on her face. “The one question you haven’t answered is how you got here.” 

    “By ship. I worked my way by bringing wind to their sails.” 

    “No, not then. Now,” she replied with a wave of her hand. “I saw you arrive in Mount Royal, but how did Mellody get here?”

    “On his back, up between his wings,” Mellody replied with a giggle. “Didn’t you see me?” 

    “No, I didn’t see you. I was being stuffed into a closet.” She glared at Saunder, but even Drake could tell she wasn’t really mad.

    Saunder sighed. “It seemed like a good idea at the time, Roe.” Turning to Drake he asked, “Will you be staying with us?”

    Drake smiled and turned to Mellody. “For as long as Mellody will put up with me.”

    “Good,” Rochelle said with a decisive nod, “because I want a ride!” 

    Mellody chuckled and shook her head. “It is a wonderful experience, Roe. But first, tell us your story, Drake. I want to hear it all.”

    Drake smiled and bowed his head. “Very well, my love. I’ll tell you all of it. Get comfortable. This is going to take some time.”

    “Some time?” Saunder asked. 

    Drake grinned. “Well, I am eight hundred and seventeen years old. I’ve had more than my share of adventures.”


    ***


The Chronicles of Amberdrake

    previously published as 

    The Collected Tales of Amberdrake


    Adventure 1 
“Be Careful What You ask For—”

    IN THE NORTH OF THE DARENDIAN Empire, the small frontier town of Chanders sat in the spring sun, looking remarkably like a wart on the plain. There were few buildings outside the high wooden walls, and only one of the great oaken gates was open. There was no wagon traffic expected today, and the locals only needed one gate for their use.

    Drake Standralson ran through the gate and out into the clearing that had been maintained for the archers until just a few short years ago. The border of the wilderness had been pushed back, and now Chanders sat safely within the confines of the empire. Drake ran, glancing back to see if he was being followed, and stumbled over the ruts in the road.

    A thin, high voice shouted, “I’m going to get you, Drake!” from behind him. Before he could regain his feet, his little sister, Maris, was upon him, pummeling his back with her small fists.

    “Maris, stop. You’re going to hurt yourself,” Drake said as he laughed. 

    “I’m going to hurt you, you big bully. This is my best dress. And now it’s ruined!” Maris stood away from her big brother, and indicated her dress with both hands. “It took me all winter to sew it, and you had to go and push me into the fountain.”

    “It’ll dry, Maris. It’s only water,” Drake said as he grinned. He loved all his sisters, but they tended to be a pain in the butt. Especially now that Maris had started noticing boys.

    Maris scowled and snapped, “It’s wool, Drake! It might shrink!” She tried to kick him, but he rolled away laughing. She turned away and returned to the city, leaving him sitting in the road as he chuckled.

    “Hey, clear off,” a voice called from behind Drake. “This is a road, not a bench!” Drake looked over his shoulder to find the speaker riding toward him slowly. He had plenty of time to get out of the man’s way. “Who are you, the village idiot?” the man asked as he came closer. 

    “Piss off! I am no idiot. Who are you?” Drake snarled back. He was a cocky brat with a quick temper, and all but no manners.

    “I’m a messenger from Emperor Galerson,” the man said with a hint of anger in his voice. “Where can I find the Laird?”

    Drake suddenly wasn’t so cocky. “Laird Colbert is in the town hall, Sair,” he said as he bowed and backed away from the road, giving the messenger a wide berth. You can never tell what a powerful man might do.

    The messenger rode on, ignoring Drake except to shake his head slowly. When he had disappeared through the gates, Drake walked cautiously in behind him. Old Stranber, the day guard, was sitting on his bench, carving a chain from a branch with a tiny knife. He didn’t even look at Drake as he spoke.

    “Ain’t you never gonna learn to keep that fool mouth of yers shut?” Stranber asked in a sour tone.

    Drake was momentarily embarrassed, but he recovered quickly. “He called me an idiot. I don’t have to take that from no one. I’m sixteen, a man grown, and entitled to some respect.” Drake tried to puff up his chest and look grown-up, but only succeeded in making himself look more ridiculous. 

    “Yer a snot-nosed brat, that’s what you are,” Stranber said with the scowl that he reserved for recalcitrant boys. “Men don’t pull pranks on their sisters and act the fool in front of strangers. Now get home a’for I take my belt to ya, like yer Pa should.” Stranber continued to whittle even though his eyes were on Drake.

    Drake considered smart-mouthing back at Stranber, but the fact that he had taken his belt to Drake’s backside a time or two in the past kept his mouth shut. Instead, he took off, running home behind Maris.

    Maris was standing in front of their house when he arrived, crying to their father about his prank. Standral Emverson focused an angry gaze on his son and just stared, not saying a word.	

    “Pa, now don’t go getting mad,” Drake said, holding his hands in front of himself, palms down in a placating gesture. “She’s just wet. That’s all.” Drake was still afraid of his father’s temper. And rightly so.

    Standral just continued to glare as his eldest child walked up. “Go inside, Maris,” he said softly. “Drake and I have something to discuss.” Standral was unfastening his belt and pointing toward the woodshed. Maris gave Drake an insulting smirk, then disappeared into the house.

    Drake went to the shed with his head hung low. I’m too old for this! How can my father embarrass me like this? 

    His father said, “Drop ‘em, Drake. It’s past time for you to stop acting like a little boy,” as soon as the door closed.  

    Drake had reluctantly begun to comply when the ground shook violently, throwing Drake and Standral to the ground and spilling the stacks of firewood onto both of them. 

    “What in the name of all of the Gods is that?” Drake asked in a bewildered tone. 

    “I don’t know, son, but it ain’t good.” Standral was pushing his way out of the shed and looking about. “Into the house. Fast.” He led the way, not worrying about his disobedient son. The boy was stubborn and immature, not stupid.

    Drake ran into the house behind his father and closed the door. He heard his father ask, “Sarandas, are you all right?” as he helped his mother up from the floor. Then the ground shook again, throwing them both back to the floor in a pile of arms and legs.

    “Standral, what is it? What’s happening?” Sarandas asked as she clung to her husband and pulled Maris and two smaller girls in close. “What’s doing this?”

    Drake was still by the door and saw an enormous shadow cross the sun. He stuck his head outside and saw the figure of a gigantic man towering above the walls of the city. His head was at least fifty cubits above the ground, and he had a beard down to his belt. That has to be a God!

    “Mother, Father, it’s a God. A big one!” Drake struggled out of the house and ran, tottering every time the ground shook, to get a better look. He ignored the calls of his parents to come back. A God isn’t something you see every day.

    * * *

    Ordendershandaram, the God of Order, stomped past the puny human town. It was an anthill to him, and of as little consequence. His archenemy, Kaysandershandaram, the God of Chaos, was waiting. This time he will fall!

    Kaysandershandaram stood on the edge of the clearing, waiting. Ordendershandaram was a dangerous adversary, and it would take all his skill and power to defeat him.

    The two grappled like wrestlers, each exerting all his might to overthrow the other. Lightning bolts and thunder rocked the plain, shattering trees and scorching the town walls where they hit. Ordendershandaram threw Kaysandershandaram, causing an earthquake that knocked down buildings and collapsed part of the town walls in Chanders. 

    Drake was outside the city by then, and ran cheering toward the victor. This is the most exciting thing I’ve ever seen or even heard of!

    Ordendershandaram saw the movement from the corner of his eye and turned, thinking it was some trick by Kaysandershandaram. When he saw that it was just a puny human, he bellowed in fury. His mighty hand swept up and came crashing down on Drake, flattening him into the plain. Another movement caught his eye and he turned back just in time to catch a mighty blow to the side of his head. Kaysandershandaram had recovered from being thrown and was attacking with all his might. Blow after blow fell, driving Ordendershandaram back away from the town and into the forest.

    Ordendershandaram staggered, trying to regain his advantage against Kaysandershandaram, but Kaysandershandaram drove him back, step by step, until he finally had no choice but to withdraw. This battle went to Kaysandershandaram, but the eternal war would continue.

    Kaysandershandaram watched Ordendershandaram disappear and was preparing to do the same when he noticed movement on one of the peripheral plains. It was the plain where human souls went when their flesh and blood shells died, and it was the soul of the foolish human who had distracted Ordendershandaram at the crucial moment. Curiosity prompted him to capture the soul and question it.

    “Well, little creature, what did you think to accomplish by running out like that?” he asked, his great mental voice booming through the ethereal Drake. “Did you wish to die?”

    Drake’s soul was in no way less impressed by the God than his corporeal body had been, and he shimmered in fear. “Please, Great One, free me. I meant no harm or disrespect. I only wished to see what was happening,” he whined, pleading with all of his being. 

    “You ran, yelling and screaming, into our fight. Did you think to help or interfere?” Kaysandershandaram asked as he watched Drake closely, curiosity making him more patient than normal.

    “Neither, Great One. I was just excited, and I was cheering.” Drake’s soul was ashamed of his actions. How stupid do you have to be to run screaming at a God?

    “It is of no consequence. Given the chance to be again, what would you like to be? I am feeling generous, and will return you to the world as anything you desire, as a reward for your help.” 

    “I want to be like you!” Drake immediately answered, and immediately regretted his answer when the God laughed.

    Kaysandershandaram was astounded by the creature’s audacity. “That is impossible. Now try again, and this time make it reasonable. I grow weary of this.”

    “I want to be a Mage. The most powerful Mage that ever was. More powerful than Laird Dasnten.” Laird Dasnten was the Master Mage of High Laird Colbert’s Council.

    “Very well,” Kaysandershandaram answered. With a shrug of power, he transformed Drake into the most powerful Mage the world had ever seen. Unfortunately for Drake, he had not specified the most powerful human Mage the world had ever seen. For you see, most powerful Mage the world had ever seen before had not been human: He had been the dragon Dandarshandrake.

    Drake’s soul stretched and expanded, becoming large enough and strong enough to sustain the massive power he had asked for. Pain coursed through newly formed nerve pathways as a body formed to encase his soul. Wings stretched, and a massive tail sprouted behind him. His hands and feet grew claws, and horns grew from his head, crowning him like the emperor. Finally, scales grew to cover his hide. From somewhere deep in his heart, his human lust for wealth colored his body, patterning his scales with a hundred hues of gold.

    Drake Standralson was now Amberdrake, the Golden Dragon. He fell heavily to the ground, stunned by the violence and pain of his transformation. He struggled slowly and painfully to his feet and regarded himself. As the full import of what he was seeing registered on his befuddled mind, he threw back his head and roared in anguish. 

    This wasn’t what I wanted! his mind screamed, but his body just roared. I still wanted to be myself. Just a more powerful self. A Mage to strike fear in my enemies and inspire admiration from the girls. Now I’m a hideous monster!

    But the God had vanished without a trace, so there was no one there to turn to.

    Amberdrake slowly staggered back toward Chanders. The people who had witnessed his creation saw him coming and ran screaming for their homes, slamming and barring the city gates against him. Even his father turned, gathered up his sisters, and fled. He tried to enter the city, to once again go home, but he only succeeded in tearing the mighty gates from their hinges. Screams of terror still resounded through the city, and Amberdrake felt them like hot knives piercing his flesh. They’re afraid of me! Even my parents slammed the door on me!

    With another keening roar of pain and sorrow, Amberdrake launched himself into the air and flew away. His flight was clumsy, and he only barely managed to remain aloft, but his new body knew how to fly even if his human mind didn’t. Some instinct led him west, into the mountains, and the abode of the dragons. 

    Days passed into a week as he searched without knowing what he was searching for.

    As he flew, he began to take more notice of his surroundings. There was a scent in the air that he couldn’t identify, though it caused a thrill to course through his body every time he caught a whiff. Sounds came to his sensitive ears that he felt he should recognize. He could feel his heart beating wildly in his breast, though he had no idea why.

    The first indication Amberdrake had that there were other dragons nearby was when an elderly male made a diving pass at him, narrowly missing his left wing. “Who are you?” the dragon roared as he passed, and Drake was surprised to find that he understood the language of the dragons.

    “I am Drake Standralson. Who are you? And watch where you’re flying.” Some of Drake’s natural cockiness was re-exerting itself as he adjusted to his situation.

    “You have a human name? What kind of dragon has a human name?” the old male asked as he again made a pass at Amberdrake, and again narrowly missed.

    “I am what you see. I am Amberdrake. Now leave me alone.” Amberdrake put himself into a shallow glide that let him land by a lake in the center of the mountains. 

    “I am Corandrake,” the elderly male hissed. “What do you want here?” Corandrake spread his massive wings in the sun and hissed menacingly at Amberdrake.

    “I am looking for my own kind. Something led me here. Now leave off. I am tired and in no mood to be bothered.” Amberdrake stuck his muzzle into the water to drink and immediately stumbled back as another dragon emerged from the depths in a great fountain of water.

    “What do you mean your own kind?” a distinctly feminine voice asked. “Don’t you know where your kin are?”

    “In Chanders. But they aren’t my kin anymore. I have no kin. The God made me a dragon when all I wanted to be was a Mage.” Some of his pain was seeping into his voice, and the other dragons heard it. “I asked to be the most powerful Mage the world had ever seen, and look what he did!” he said, rising onto his haunches and spreading his wings.

    The female sat up on her haunches and regarded Amberdrake cautiously. “My sire was the most powerful Mage in history. He was Dandarshandrake. Perhaps you have heard of him? Humans called him the Purple Dragon of Luxand.”

    “Luxand?” Amberdrake thought for a moment. “The Luxandian Empire was destroyed more than twenty centuries ago. How old are you?” he asked in wonder.

    “Thirty-nine centuries,” she said matter-of-factly. As Amberdrake gaped in confusion, her voice took on an amused tone. “Don’t look so surprised. Don’t you know how long dragons live?” Now she seemed to be laughing at his lack of knowledge.

    “I never thought about it. There are no dragons in the Darendian Empire that I know of. How long do dragons live?” he asked. He was curious in spite of himself. How long will I be like this?

    Corandrake snorted in derision. “I have seen sixty-seven centuries. Dandarshandrake was one hundred and twenty centuries old when he decided to die. Others have been far older.”

    Amberdrake was stunned by this revelation. One hundred and twenty centuries? Twelve thousand years? Then the rest of what Corandrake had said registered. 

    “When he decided to die?” he asked. “What do you mean?”

    The female answered. “There are not many things that can kill a dragon. Only time and boredom, or another dragon. Father died long ago. Mother said he just got tired of seeing the same old world over and over again.”

    Amberdrake was stunned by the implications of what he had just been told. Boredom and time? The only things I have to fear are boredom and time? 

    “Isn’t there anything else to fear? Are dragons the ultimate power in the world?” he asked, looking at both of the dragons.

    “You can fear me, human. I don’t care what form you wear, or how you got that way. Humans are fodder. Not even fit to eat if there is anything else.” Corandrake hissed menacingly from his rock, and mantled his great wings.

    Draconian instincts took over and Amberdrake launched himself into the air just inches ahead of Corandrake. He beat his wings strongly, driving his body high into the air with Corandrake just feet from his tail. 

    “Turn and fight, human!” Corandrake bellowed. “This is the season. Fight for your right to mate, or withdraw and wither away.” Corandrake was bellowing fire as he yelled at Amberdrake, and making dangerously close swipes at his wings with the barb on his tail.

    “Fight? To mate? What are you talking about? I don’t understand.” Amberdrake was dodging every pass that Corandrake made. Finally, some instinct caused him to roll into Corandrake’s pass and grapple with him.

    “Let go you fool! You’ll kill us both.” Corandrake struggled and finally broke Amberdrake’s hold. He glided away, but not before Amberdrake saw the massive slashes he had inflicted on Corandrake’s back.

    Corandrake made another, more cautious pass, his natural black and red coloring accented by the blood from his cuts. Amberdrake was momentarily confused by his return, but a raking blow from the massive black tail brought him back to the present.

    Amberdrake took the initiative and attacked, surprising Corandrake. His tail scored a solid hit on Corandrake’s hindquarters, knocking him sideways in the air. He rolled away before Corandrake could return the blow and dove straight down on him from the sun. The collision knocked both of them from the sky and they just barely managed to catch themselves before they hit the ground.

    “What are you trying to do, kill yourself?” Corandrake panted from the lakeshore.

    “No, I was trying to keep you from killing me. What was that all about?” Amberdrake was in better shape than Corandrake, but he was still winded.

    “You truly don’t know? Don’t humans fight for the right to choose a mate?” Corandrake’s voice was barely a whisper, though Amberdrake could not tell if it was due to fatigue or wonder.

    “No. Not seriously. Why? Is that what this is all about?” Amberdrake was looking at Corandrake, but it was the female that answered.

    “Yes, it was. I am Sahrendrake. Do you choose a mate?” She was changed somehow from moments before. Her beautiful green and gold scales were shining in the sun, and she exuded the tantalizing scent that had been drawing him for days.

    “He did not win, Sahrendrake!” Corandrake shouted.

    “Yes, he did. You hit the ground first, and he is still ready to fly.” She punctuated her comment by launching herself into the air. Amberdrake again found himself acting instinctively and followed her into the sky. They flew high into the sky and Sahrendrake maneuvered coyly below him.

    “I don’t know what to do! I have never done anything like this before,” Amberdrake said softly so that only Sahrendrake would hear him.

    “Then let me be your guide.” Sahrendrake maneuvered herself below Amberdrake. Instinct made him cling to her back and their mating began.

    “For a beginner, you seem to have the idea,” Sahrendrake said, then laughed as they fell. The ground was rushing toward them at an alarming rate when she struggled to get free. “Let go. You will kill us both if we go much lower.”

    Amberdrake immediately disengaged from her back and they both glided to the lakeshore. Corandrake was gone, and Sahrendrake sighed as she eased herself into the water. “Not bad for a first try. How many others will you try for?”

    “Others? I don’t understand,” Amberdrake said, tilting his head to the side in puzzlement. “I thought we were mates now.”

    “Females only need to mate once to conceive. Males usually fight for the right to mate as many times as they can. Don’t humans do it that way?” Sahrendrake was submerged with only her head above the water.

    “No. Humans mate for life. One man, one woman. They mate a lot, but it is always with the same person.” Amberdrake was confused. Other mates? Is she serious?

    “You have a lot to learn, Amberdrake. I hope you find a teacher.” She lunged up from the water and beat her wings steadily, flying away as fast as she could.

    An elderly female glided to a landing beside him. “I am Frandendrake, Sahrendrake’s mother. She gets this way when she is carrying.” She paused to look him over carefully. “So, you are really a human, changed into a dragon by a God. This world is getting much more interesting.” Then she launched herself into the air and flew away.

    Amberdrake stayed in the valley, watching the other males fight and mate. He was learning bits and pieces of what it meant to be a dragon as the days passed, and finally flew away, leaving the competition behind. He had always wanted to see the world, and now he could. He flew straight into the rising sun, away from Chanders, and his old life.

    * * *

    Mellody was giggling hysterically as she looked at Rochelle. She gasped, “He ran, yelling at a God! Two of them!”

    Drake looked at his wife and sighed. “It isn’t that funny, Mel.”

    Rochelle was giggling just as hard and gasped, “Yes, it is!” 

    He looked at Saunder and received a wide grin. “Yes, my friend, that has got to be one of the, shall we say, least intelligent things I have ever heard of.”

    Drake looked embarrassed and said, “I’m not done yet.”

    Rochelle looked at him with tears of laughter in her eyes and asked, “There’s worse?”


    Adventure 2 
Searching for a Meaningful Life

    AMBERDRAKE SOARED HIGH ABOVE THE BRONDIAN Continent, riding the air currents like a gigantic hawk. The part of him that was still Drake Standralson marveled at the sight of the world laid out below him, while the developing personality of Amberdrake simply enjoyed the feel of the air rushing over his wings.

    Life as a dragon was far less demanding than life as a human. The enormous life span and massive power of the dragon made living far less challenging. There was no immediacy to anything, except eating and mating. Mating, he had learned, came only once every hundred years, while eating was still required every week or so. Amberdrake was getting hungry and began scanning the land far below for a likely meal. Herds of deer and elk roamed the forest, as well as bison, both wild and domestic. Drake’s personality kept him away from the domestic herds, but the wild bison were fair game.

    He began a long, shallow glide toward a herd of wild bison that had moved into a meadow to feed. Trees rushed by just feet below his wings, and he adjusted his glide path to avoid the occasional forest giant. The edge of the meadow was an abrupt end to the forest, and he dropped down immediately. The bison saw him coming and began to scatter, but it was far too late. Massive foreclaws pierced and dropped two bison at a time until he had piled up half a dozen. The others fled as he circled back and landed. He picked out an old bison cow and proceeded to eat, bending his log neck and biting the animal in half, then eating it in a two-fisted fashion that would have earned him a slap to the side of the head if his mother had seen him.

    When he was full, he curled up in the sun to rest. Three of the bison remained, and he decided to save them for when he awoke. The sun beat down on him, lulling him to sleep.

    * * *

    The morning sun found Amberdrake licking the last of the blood from his talons before taking to the sky once again. He was headed east, not going anywhere in particular, just going. Towns and cities passed beneath him, and he briefly wondered where he was, but didn’t care enough to land and find out. Finally, after several weeks of easy flight, he came to the fabled eastern sea.

    Drake had been taught about the distant sea as a child, but seeing it was an experience he had never thought to have. Now Amberdrake saw the sea from high in the sky and was impressed beyond description. Blue, sprinkled with diamond bright sparks of light, stretched as far as even his eyes could see, fading at last into the mists at the edge of the world. New smells intruded on his awareness as the salt-tang of the sea mixed with the cloying rot of the shore. He turned southward, following the coast as he flew. Detouring out over the water and looking straight down he could see the sea creatures that swam below him, and he saw the great whales and sharks plainly through the crystal-clear waters. 

    Night showed him new sights as lights appeared on the water. Fishermen in their tiny boats plied the nighttime waters, using lanterns to attract fish to their nets. Lights on the shore showed him the fishing villages where the families waited for their fishermen to return with their catch.

    Late in the night he found a place to land, and curled up in a shallow depression in the side of a sand dune. The sound of the sea rushing the shore was a distant murmur that lulled him gently to sleep.

    Sunlight woke him to a world that looked far different than the one he had landed on. Mist shrouded the land, covering everything with dew. Flocks of sea birds flew above him, screeching and cawing as they headed to the shore to feed on the creatures left behind by the receding tide. He roused himself and took to the air again, following the coast ever southward.

    Days passed into weeks as Amberdrake flew on. He was in no hurry. He did not know what was ahead, nor did he care. He was simply traveling, seeing the world that Drake Standralson had only heard about in tales. He ate when he was hungry, slept when he was tired, and soared above the clouds as the mood took him. For the first time he was realizing that he was truly free to do whatever he wished.

    One thing that he was curious about were the magical abilities he had asked for. Nothing had demanded his use of magic yet, and he was curious as to what his limitations were. In a desolate, uninhabited portion of the coast, he decided to find out.

    Dragons are, by their very nature, masters of fire. He merrily burned away scrub pines and grasses, clearing himself an area to work in. He found that he could, with concentration alone, form the sands into different shapes and textures. Transmuting the sand into other materials demanded all his energy, but he managed to make several objects that he was pleased with. He found, much to his dismay, that the abilities he had asked for, thinking they were the most desirable in the world, meant nothing to a dragon. He quickly grew bored with playing in the sand. There was no one there to be impressed with his feats anyway.

    Flying ever southward, following the coast, Amberdrake began seeking something to do. Something to catch his interest. Something to give his life meaning beyond simple existence. 

    As he flew, he began examining the people inhabiting the lands beneath him. Poor farmers scraped out a living from the land, while poor fisherman scrapped out a living from the sea. Prosperity seemed to be as foreign to these people as it had been to Drake’s family. Only the lairds and merchants had prospered in Chanders, and that seemed to be the pattern for the rest of the world as well. The only exceptions were the bandits. On land or sea, the bandits prospered on the hard work of the poor.

    Early one day Amberdrake saw a burning farm far below him, and his innate curiosity made him investigate. As he drew closer, he could see the figures of men on horseback circling the house, shooting arrows into the flames. Few arrows returned, telling Amberdrake that the people in the farm were losing the battle against the flames and bandits. He almost flew on, but some part of Drake’s personality forced him to stay and help.

    Stooping like a hawk, Amberdrake fell upon the bandits. A fast, raking pass knocked men and horses to the ground. Those who could rise again tried to escape, but his hunting instincts had been aroused. Anything that moved triggered his instinct to pounce, and soon only the dead inhabited the area outside the farm. He stood crouched above his kill until the screams of the people in the farm intruded on his awareness again. A glance showed the farmhouse to be totally engulfed in flame. 

    Fire control spells were common and easily applied by even an apprentice Mage. For Amberdrake, a foolish boy who had asked to be the most powerful Mage the world had ever seen, a blink and a shrug of power doused the flames in an instant. 

    “You can come out now,” he said in what he considered to be a soft voice, though it boomed across the farmyard. 

    A man peeked out of the still smoldering door, bow in hand and an arrow nocked, ready to shoot. He kept his eyes on Amberdrake as he emerged from the house, followed slowly by the rest of his family. They all headed for the well quickly, keeping an eye on him to ensure he didn’t move while they were distracted. The man finally got his courage up and walked carefully forward. He stopped just inside the fence that enclosed his house and barn and bowed deeply. 

    “We thank ye for yer help, Laird Dragon.” His language was strange, and Amberdrake could not at first understand him. A thought brought a translation spell to his mind, and he quickly cast it. Now he understood, and would be understood as well.

    Translating what the man had said, Amberdrake was momentarily startled by his use of the title Laird, but covered it well. After all, he would have likely referred to such a powerful being as a Laird himself when he was still Drake. He nodded his acknowledgment of the man’s thanks, then picked up a horse and began eating it. “Do you have a name?” he asked as he ate.

    “I am called Dembar Dormasen, Laird Dragon,” the man replied. He was watching Amberdrake nervously and his eyes were focused on the horse that Amberdrake was eating. He seemed to be exceptionally frightened by the massive mouth that could eat a horse like a sausage.

    “I am Amberdrake.” Another horse was quickly disappearing down his massive gullet. Arm-long teeth shredded flesh and bone with equal ease, and fully a fifth of the horse was disappearing with each bite. “Who were these?” He gestured with a massive foreclaw toward the dead men lying about the area.

    “Raiders from Norstead, Laird Amberdrake. They come every year, seeking what’s left of our harvest.” Dembar was calming slightly as Amberdrake continued to sit and eat.

    “Very well. Long life to you, Farmer Dembar.” Massive wings swept up, then down again, propelling Amberdrake back up into the sky. As he flew away, he looked back and saw Dembar and his family gazing after him.

    * * *

    Dembar stood gazing at the magnificent dragon as he flew away. His wife eased up beside him and laid a hand on his arm. “Dembar, did the dragon really just speak to you? Like he was just some passerby?”

    “Aye, that he did. That he did. He just sat there and asked me my name, plain as day. And I told him. Did you hear him, Nan? He spoke to me man-to-man like.” Dembar walked forward to the place where Amberdrake had sat and examined the ground. Great footprints were deeply embedded in the hard ground, and scrapes showed where claws had dug into the soil. Spots of gold in the grass turned out to be dragon-scales. “Nan, look at this.” Dembar held one scale up to show his wife.

    Nan took it and examined it closely. It was a solid piece, and heavy, heavier than wood would have been. And hot! But it was cooling quickly. Not metal or horn, it was some material that neither she nor her husband had ever seen before. It was oval, slightly concave, and more than two hand spans wide and three long. “What do you suppose it’s made of?” she asked.

    “I don’t know. Dragon scale, I suppose. I want to pick up all of them. See to the children, and have Fron hitch the wagon. I need to go to town and tell them what happened. They won’t believe me, but they will believe their eyes when they see all of this.” He gestured toward the dead raiders and the scattered imprints of the dragon’s feet and tail.

    In the town of Downer’s Cross, Dembar was at first ridiculed when he told his story. That ridicule turned to awe when he produced one of the scales. “Look you here,” he said angrily. “Does this look to be some made up story? Or what of this?” He pulled away the tarp that covered the back of his wagon to reveal a dozen swords and battle-axes. “Where do you suppose I got these? Why don’t you non-believers come back to my farm and see for yourself.”

    A crowd of thirty people, everyone from the Headman to the town beggar, flocked to Dembar’s farm. There they saw the dragon’s footprints and the dead raiders. They also saw the rest of the scales that Amberdrake had dropped, thirteen in all, and were openly amazed by the sight. 

    Headman Grastern examined the scales, even trying to scratch one with his knife. Finally, he nodded and turned to Dembar. “Dembar, I am sorry we doubted your word. Do you know why the dragon would have picked you, of all people, to help?”

    “I don’t know, Headman,” Dembar answered honestly. “I don’t know that he was helping us specifically, or if he was just out after raiders. He swooped in and killed them all, even the wounded. Then he ate a few horses and flew away. He spoke to me, and told me his name. It was him that put out the fire.” Dembar waved to the charred and smoke-stained walls of his home.

    Grastern walked about the area, counting the dead raiders. There were four more raiders than horses, confirming at least that part of Dembar’s story. A long gouge in the earth was smeared with blood, and Grastern turned away abruptly when he realized what had happened. A man had been pulped by a massive blow that had driven him deep into the ground. He returned to the gathered people and held up his hands for attention. “People, I have no further doubts that Dembar has told us the bare truth.”

    He again turned to Dembar and laid a hand on his shoulder. “I don’t know why, Dembar, but you were blessed by this dragon. The reward for killing the raiders will have to go to you, since the dragon is gone. If nothing else, he left you with that. And a story that will be the envy of the area for generations to come.”

    * * *

    Amberdrake continued to fly southwest, following the coast as it twisted and turned. He observed the people below him now, noting the changes as he traveled farther on. The warmer it got, the less clothing people wore. He observed women walking abroad in full daylight wearing scanty clothing that would have gotten them beaten as whores back in Chanders. He also observed people swimming in the sea, something that had not occurred to him. People did not swim in the lakes around Chanders. The water was too cold, and few people knew how to swim in any case. 

    He landed on a deserted piece of coast and waded into the water. Steam bubbled up around him as his scales cooled, and he eased carefully into the depths. He knew, from watching Sahrendrake swim, that he was safe, but he remained cautious anyway. As his head submerged he found that his eyesight was as clear under the surface as above, though his sight was limited by the murkiness of the water. He found that by wiggling his tail and making short, almost gentle sweeps with the tips of his wings, he could propel himself through the water at a good speed.

    Amberdrake spent most of a week playing and swimming in the ocean until his stomach reminded him that he needed to eat. A few experimental tries taught him the best way to fish dragon fashion. As he swam past a school of fish he would suddenly swing his head sideways with his mouth open and catch a few at a time. This was far more work than he thought it was worth, so he started looking for larger prey. Sharks were his next meal, and he found them to be quite tasty. The lack of bones was something new to him, but the lack of crunching did not diminish his enjoyment of the meal.

    When the novelty of the sea and fishing grew stale, Amberdrake again took to the air, flying wherever his fancy led. Mountains grew in the distance, and he began to look forward to the heights as a distraction. Normal dragons have incredibly long attention spans, but Amberdrake had far too much of the young human in him to be content with anything for long.

    He began to see more people as he grew closer to the mountains. Scattered farms gave way to scattered villages, and finally towns and cities. Amberdrake was tempted to land, but some inborn caution kept him airborne. A lone farm, where he had been of service to the farmer, was different from a city full of people, and possibly soldiers. While he was fairly confident that no arrow could pierce his scales, he was not positive. Tales of dragon slayers had been among his favorites as a child. They all ended with the dragon dead and the dragon slayer getting the beautiful princess. Good for the dragon slayer, but bad for the dragon. Now that he was the dragon, those tales had lost their appeal.

    He saw the chance for some fairly safe human contact when he noticed a wagon that had slipped partially off of a mountain road. The mule had run off, leaving a woman and small child stranded. He circled slowly and then landed on the road near the wagon.

    The woman and her child had seen him starting to land, and hid under the wagon. Amberdrake laid his head on its side, peeking under the wagon at the frightened woman and child, which turned out to be a girl. 

    “Hello,” he said simply, unsure of whether he would be understood. 

    The sound of his voice set the woman screaming, which in turn set off the little girl. Amberdrake pulled his head back quickly. “Please stop that. It hurts my ears.”

    “Go away! What do you want? Please, don’t eat us! Please!” the woman was screaming from under the wagon. 

    Amberdrake carefully lifted the wagon back up to the road, causing the woman to grab her daughter and run screaming into the woods. “You’re welcome!” he shouted after her, then lifted off. He made a pass at the mule, frightening it back toward the wagon, then flew on. He was disappointed and a little hurt by the woman’s reaction, though he supposed he could understand it. After all, there were few tales of helpful dragons.

    * * *

    “It is gone, Mama. And it put the cart back on the road,” Sanfen said as she peeked out from under a log where she and her mother had hidden.

    “Are you sure?” Fendra was more frightened than her daughter. She was tempted to stay under the log until nightfall, but if the dragon was truly gone, she needed to see to her wagon.

    “I’m sure, Mama. I saw it fly up toward the mountains.” Sanfen wriggled out of their hiding place before her mother could stop her. She looked up into the sky and could see the rapidly fading dot that was the dragon. 

    Fendra wormed her way out as well, finding the opening to be smaller on the way out than it had been on the way in. “It did put the wagon back, didn’t it? And here comes Sarthan. He looks frightened. You don’t suppose that it just wanted to help, do you?”

    The mule, Sarthan, ran to his humans for comfort. They had raised him, and he considered them to be his herd. Sanfen caught his halter and soothed his nose. “I think so, Mama. It didn’t attack us when we ran, and Sarthan acts like it scared him back to us.”

    Fendra was looking at something lying in the road. It was a dragon scale, golden and shining in the sun. Two more were by the wagon. “Help me get Sarthan hooked back up. Your father isn’t going to want to believe us, but with these as proof,” she held up a scale and pointed to the others, “he’ll have to.”

    * * *

    Amberdrake continued flying south. The rejection by the woman and her daughter hurt, and he was tempted to stay away from humans all together. I didn’t mean them any harm. I just wanted someone to talk to. 

    The drafts and currents around the mountains provided him with a distraction, and he spent several weeks riding the tricky winds, reveling in the unexpected. He slept high in the crags, eating mountain sheep and deer when he was hungry, drinking from rushing streams when he was thirsty. Days passed unheeded as he lost himself in the wonder of the mountains. The winds were such that no two days were the same, and his flying improved as the winter progressed.

    It was spring before he left the mountains again. He flew northwest this time, having had enough of the seacoast and its people. He wanted something familiar. The highlands, such as those that surrounded Chanders, drew him.

    He flew through the mountains, venturing out into the plains to either side as the fancy took him. He was finding that the life of a dragon was wearing thin, and was reminded of Corandrake’s words. Dandarshandrake had been twelve thousand years old when he had decided to die. Amberdrake had been a dragon for less than a year, and already life was beginning to pall. What would the centuries ahead be like? What could he do to keep himself occupied? What is there to live for when you live forever?

    An inviting meadow presented itself below him, and he glided in to a soft landing. His mind roamed, searching for the name of the God who had done this to him, seeking a way to undo what he had so foolishly asked for. No name came to his mind, no clear picture of the God formed, only nebulous forms and meaningless sounds filled his head. Finally, he gave up. Should he, as Sahrendrake said her father had done, give up and just die? Was he so tired of seeing the same old world that oblivion was better than life?

    The appearance of a deer running into the clearing caused him to automatically snatch it and begin eating. Harrumph! Maybe I still want to live. But I need a purpose. Something to make it worthwhile to see the sunrise. He considered several paths to contentment, but rejected all. Finally, he reverted back to the most basic instincts of human kind. He wanted a family.

    Dragons do not, as Sahrendrake had pointed out, mate for life. If Amberdrake was going to have a family, he was going to have to be human again. And since the God was not available, he was going to have to do it himself.

    With a little preparation, he began focusing his mind and magic on himself. Slowly, and painfully, his body began to reshape itself, becoming once again Drake Standralson. But not the Drake Standralson who had wished to become a Mage. He was a man now, and his form reflected that.

    The transformation left Drake weak and panting from the exertion. His belly rumbled, and he felt the uncomfortable bite of the wind whipping past his bare skin. A thought, more of a wish than an intention, provided him with clothes. He was startled at first, then realized that, even in human form, he was still Amberdrake, and still a Mage. He was foolishly glad that he could still feel the dragon within himself, and tried to transform back to dragon form. Again, pain assaulted him, but from a different quarter this time.

    He was being strangled by something, and clawed at his own throat, finally breaking free. As he panted for breath he realized that it had been the clothes he had been wearing that had choked him. Something to remember the next time I decide to take human form.

    Now that he had an idea of what he wanted to do, he was going to need to be near someplace to do it. And it wouldn’t hurt to have a few coins to his name either. His mighty wings propelled him high into the sky, and he began searching the world below for a band of outlaws. The gratitude of a town would make him far more acceptable than a stranger would be.


    Adventure 3 
“Tis Better to Have Loved And Lost—” Says Who?

    AMBERDRAKE’S CHANCE TO TRY BEING OF service came on his fourth day of searching. He spotted a band of men hiding in a high mountain cave. His keen vision let him watch them for a time before he approached, and what he saw sickened him. There were at least twenty men in the band, and they had several women with them. Women in torn gowns who were all too obviously captives. He watched in horror as one young girl was thrown to the ground and brutally raped by a large, hairy man. This was more than Drake could bear to watch, and Amberdrake roared with rage.

    He dropped from the sky like a comet, roaring and blowing fire, and landed in the clearing with a tremendous impact. A quick swipe with his tail sent the rapist flying into the rock face, where he impacted with an audible thud, then fell motionless to the ground. The other bandits were far too busy trying to stay alive to care. Amberdrake drove them away from the women, then flamed them all. Screams of pain and horror mixed and then died away as the last of the bandits were reduced to ash. The screams of terrified horses, mixed with the screams of even more terrified women, came from the cave. Once the men had been dealt with, he turned his attention to the women.

    The girl who had been raped was still on the ground, unconscious. The others were all huddled against the back wall of the cave, too afraid to even try and flee past him. He sniffed the girl and determined that she was still alive, then reached out a massive claw and grabbed one of the bandits’ horses from the paddock near the mouth of the cave. It quickly disappeared down his throat, and was followed by a second, and then a third. Looking at the women, he noticed one who seemed to be acting as a protector for some of the others. He cast his translation spell, then addressed his remarks to her.

    “Are you all right?” his massive voice echoed in the cave, making the women scream again.

    The woman who had drawn his notice stepped forward and stood defiantly in front of him. “Don’t toy with us,” she shouted in a heavily accented voice. “Get it over with.” She was shaking violently, though whether from fear or rage, he couldn’t tell.

    He tilted his head to the side and regarded her. “Get what over with?” he asked, puzzled. “What do you think I am going to do?”

    The woman stepped back, blinking rapidly in surprise. “Why, eat us, of course.”

    Amberdrake’s neck arched back in surprise and shock. “Eww! My good woman, I assure you that I would rather starve to death than eat a human. The smell of you people is bad enough. I can’t imagine the taste. Besides, cannibalism is not considered a mark of civilized men.” With that he transformed back into Drake. The horses he had devoured were metabolized to provide the energy, and this time he felt almost human when he was done. With a wave of his hands he provided himself with clothing. He intentionally made the clothes in colors to match his scales, and they had the desired effect on the women. Or at least on the one woman.

    She stepped forward carefully and touched him with a tentative finger. “Are you real, or is the dragon?”

    “Both. I am Amberdrake, but I am also Drake. Who are you?” He kept his voice soft and even, doing his best not to frighten her.

    She smiled, then laughed softly. “Amber.” A sound from the girl on the ground caught her attention before Drake could question her further. She rushed to the girl’s side and knelt.  

    “Lissett, don’t be frightened. They are gone. Come here, honey. Let it out.” Amber was holding the girl to her shoulder as she cried. Other women came forward now, and Drake found himself being crowded back away from the girl. Seeing her clearly, he was again enraged at the treatment she had received. She couldn’t be more than fourteen, the same age Maris had been when he’d left Chanders. He turned away and began surveying the camp. 

    The horses he hadn’t eaten had broken loose as soon as there was no dragon blocking the way and were running down the mountain as fast as they could. That meant a long walk. He studied his feet for a moment, and they were soon encased in sturdy boots. Then he began sifting through the accumulated goods that were piled up in the cave. Food and beer were plentiful, and he helped himself as he looked around. The rest seemed to be mostly trade goods: cloth and other finished goods such as his mother had bought at the Chanders Market.

    “Your pardon, Lord Drake,” a voice said from behind him. Amber had walked up so quietly that the first indication that he had of her presence was her voice. After so long alone, the sound of a voice just inches from his ear caused him to jump.

    “Don’t do that!” Drake shouted as he stood with one hand over his wildly beating heart. “Gods Below, woman, what are you trying to do, frighten me to death?” he asked in a breathy voice as he panted.

    Amber was looking contrite as she continued. “My apologies, Lord Drake. What are you planning to do with us now?”

    Drake shook his fright off quickly, then considered her question. “I don’t know what to do with you, Amber. I don’t know who you are, beyond being captives of these bandits.” He indicated the burned corpses, and Amber blanched. Seeing her reaction, he was puzzled by his own. Have I changed so much that the sight of twenty charred bodies doesn’t affect me anymore? With a second wave of his hand and a spoken word, the bodies were gone.

    “Thank you, Lord Drake. The smell of those was making us all ill. But my question remains: What now?” Amber was a very self-assured young woman, and obviously used to dealing with men of power.

    “Who are you, Amber? And who are these other women? Before I can make plans, I need to know who I am planning for.” Drake was covering his lack of any real sophistication by trying to get her to take the lead.

    “I am Amber Stephanston. We were escorts for Lady Lissett, youngest daughter of Duke Jander Fromest of Highsterad. She was on her way to meet her betrothed, Duke Manrel Cordan of Genleaf. The bandits attacked us in the pass, and sent for ransom.” She stopped and looked closely at Drake’s face. “Is something wrong, Lord Drake?”

    Drake was having a problem understanding what she was saying, and not just because of the language difference. “Highsterad? Genleaf? Where is that?”

    Now it was Amber’s turn to look confused. “You don’t know? This is Highsterad, and the other side of the mountains is Genleaf. Don’t you know where you are?” Her awe was slipping away to be replaced by puzzlement.

    Drake shrugged. “No, not really. I flew most of last year, not going anywhere in particular, just going. Where are we in relation to Chanders?” When Amber showed no sign of recognition, he continued. “The Darendian Empire?” Still no light of understanding. “Where is this place?”

    “The Darendian Empire is on the other side of the world,” a new voice said, and Drake found himself facing Lady Lissett. “It is a year’s journey or more to get there.”

    Drake bowed formally to the lady. “Are you well?” he asked, immediately regretting it. 

    The girl’s lips tightened into thin lines that all but disappeared. “No.” She turned and walked away.

    “She is ruined, Lord Drake,” Amber pointed out. “Duke Manrel will never accept her now.” Amber had a hard look in her eyes that, just for a moment, reminded Drake of Sahrendrake. This one is dangerous.

    “We need to get her home, back to her family. They’ll help her.” Drake was watching Lady Lissett, so he missed the hard look that Amber gave him.

    “She has no home now, Lord Drake. Her father gave her to Duke Manrel. He won’t accept her back. Duke Manrel won’t accept her as she is, and she knows it. She is lost, disinherited.” Drake turned to look at Amber, questions plain on his face. “It may not be like this where you come from, Lord Drake, but once a girl is given, she belongs to her new family. If they reject her, it brings shame on all her kin, and they will not accept her back under any circumstances. The only life for such a girl is as a servant, or whore.” 

    Drake looked from Amber to the other women then back. “So what should I do? I can’t just fly away again, not now.” He was confused, and desperately searching for a way out of this predicament. 

    “We all belong to you now, Lord Drake. You can do anything you want with us.” Amber’s voice was flat and all but emotionless, but Drake could hear an underlying sadness nonetheless.

    “What of the rest of you? Lady Lissett can’t go back, but what about you? Can’t you go home?” he asked, looking at all of the women for an answer.

    “We are all bound to Lady Lissett. When she was lost, we were lost with her.” Amber looked Drake straight in the eye, and he could not look away. “As I said, we belong to you now.”

    “Can I release you?” he asked. “What would happen if I just went away?” Drake was suddenly reminded that, underneath it all, he was still just a teenage boy.

    Amber’s mouth pulled into a deeper frown and a hint of fear shown in her eyes. “Then we would be truly lost,” she whispered. “An unclaimed woman is fair game for all. Even whores have masters to protect them.” Tears were beginning to form in Amber’s eyes. 

    Drake turned and walked over to the cliff. What did I do to deserve this? He had no idea what to do, and Amber was not making sense. How can a man own a woman?

    Sounds behind him made Drake return to the women. Lady Lissett sat with a slightly glassy-eyed expression on her face as Amber explained their situation. When she described Drake’s lack of understanding concerning their plight, three of the younger women began weeping.

    “Don’t cry.” Drake stretched out a hand and several of the women flinched back. “I don’t understand any of this, but I won’t abandon you. I just don’t know what to do with you.”

    They spent the rest of that day and night sorting through the piled goods in the cave. Amber explained that as a reward for killing the bandits everything he recovered was his to keep. This was not too different from the laws of the empire, except the women were counted as trade goods as well. He still had a hard time accepting that, but Amber and the others assured him that it was so. Morning found them all sitting around a fire, sipping cava and discussing their options. 

    “Where should we go, Amber? Lady Lissett? I need some ideas.” Drake was having a hard time convincing the women that he was serious about not knowing what to do. 

    “There is no place for us. Not anymore.” Lady Lissett sat with her head down, tears occasionally dripping from the tip of her nose. “We have no people anymore.”

    Starla, an impressive woman of about twenty, spoke next. “We are lost, Lord Drake. All of us were palace raised. We are yours to do with as you please.”

    Drake frowned and shook his head. “Well, there has to be someplace we can go. What of all of this?” Drake waved his hand at the trade goods. “Didn’t you say that all of this became mine as reward for killing the bandits?” Drake was looking to Amber for an answer, but a woman named Morlan answered.

    “What good does it do you out here?” she asked. “Aside from the food, you need a good market to sell the rest of it.” Morlan was a fiery redhead with a brooding nature. “You need a market to sell us, too.”

    Drake had said a number of times that he was not going to sell the women, but they all seemed stuck on the same track. “Morlan, I am not going to sell you,” he said once again, this time with a hint of impatience in his voice. 

    “Then you are going to keep us all for yourself?” she asked with a slight grin. 

    “Morlan, I keep trying to convince you all that I don’t think that way. Men do not own women in the Darendian Empire. Why can’t you accept that?” Drake asked with a gusty sigh.

    “None of us can. It’s not proper.” Lady Lissett never looked up from the fire as she spoke. “I have heard tales of life in your empire, Lord Drake. Of men who do not care for their women. Of women who do not have anyone to direct them. Of those who are masterless, roaming the streets, selling their bodies for a piece of bread. Is that the life you intend for us?”

    “No, of course not!” Drake cried, shocked. The picture the lady was painting of his homeland upset him. “I just don’t know what to do with you. I mean, what does one man do with six women?”

    Amber looked Drake in the eye and said, “Anything he wishes to.” Then she smiled.

    Drake was horrified to find himself blushing. “Amber, I don’t, that is, I think that we need to get to a town. There is a small village at the foot of the mountain. I saw it when I was flying in.”

    “As you wish, Lord Drake.” All the women stood and waited expectantly for Drake to do something. “The village is Harley Point,” Amber volunteered. “We stopped there the night before we were captured.”

    Drake took a moment to cause the trade goods to bundle together and float along behind him. The women seemed impressed by this, and clustered behind the bundle. The walk down the mountain took three days, and by the time the town walls came within view Drake was longing for the freedom of the sky.

    A crowd of people came out to greet them. An elderly man stood in the middle of the road with crossed arms, staring at the women as Drake approached. “We have no need of the services of a bunch such as this. Be gone.” He waved his hand back the way that they had come. 

    Drake was startled. “What do you mean?” he asked, tilting his head to the side as he looked at the man. 

    “There aren’t enough single men here to need this many extra women. We have enough women of our own.” The man had a sour face and his manner spoke of a foul temper.

    Drake felt his anger rising as the old man spoke. “These women are not for sale,” he said softly. “I defeated the bandits up on the mountain, and rescued them. Now I have a supply of trade goods to sell. Is there anyone here who wishes to buy?” Drake was trying to put up a front of competence, but the old man saw though him.

    “You? A boy defeated Larsen’s Band? Don’t make me laugh.” The man was laughing at Drake now, as were a number of the town’s folk who had gathered behind him. 

    “Then don’t laugh,” Drake snarled, really angry now. He had always hated being laughed at. Power coursed through his body as he transformed once again into Amberdrake, his clothes shredding as his body expanded. Massive wings blocked the sun as he mantled and hissed at the crowd. “Now who’s laughing?” his great voice boomed.

    The villagers ran screaming from the sight of the dragon at their gates, while the man who had confronted him fell to his knees, staring up at the massive creature that loomed above him. 

    “I have run out of patience. We have been traveling for days, and we’re tired.” He transformed back to Drake in a moment. “Show us to an inn,” he commanded, and the man backed away, bowing repeatedly.

    “Yes. Yes, of course, lord. Anything you say, lord.” The man was staring at the indentations where Amberdrake’s feet had been, especially at the furrows where his talons had dug into the packed dirt of the road. “This way, if you please, lord.”

    Drake led his ragged band of women to an inn called the Red Sun. They were shown to the best rooms, not that they were all that good, and given instructions as to where the bathhouse was located.

    Drake turned and spoke to Amber. “Amber, see to Lady Lissett and the rest. I am going to try and find someone to buy the rest of this stuff.”

    Amber nodded, and there was a hint of humor in her eyes as she answered. “Yes, Lord Drake.”

    The village was all abuzz with talk of Amberdrake, and the women with him. Everywhere Drake went he received stares of outright fear, but no one wanted the goods he was selling. Finally, he returned to the Red Sun feeling dejected. “This has got to be the strangest town I have ever seen. No one will even buy the cloth.”

    Amber nodded. “That’s because they recognize it, and us, Lord Drake. We stopped here before heading into the mountains. They know that it was supposed to be going to Duke Manrel. They’re afraid of what will happen if he comes after it.” Amber was acting as Drake’s servant, bringing him his meal from the inn kitchen.

    Drake’s eyebrows drew together in puzzlement. “But you said that everything was mine for defeating the bandits. I don’t understand.”

    Amber’s mouth took on a bitter twist as she answered. “Duke Manrel received a ransom demand for Lady Lissett and the trade goods. His reply said that he only wanted the trade goods. Lissett was of no value.” She continued to serve Drake as she spoke, laying beef and bread in front of him with care.

    “So she wasn’t wanted even before she was raped?” Drake asked in a tone that conveyed his disbelief. I cannot understand how anyone could think like that. She’s a lovely girl.

    “That was why she was raped. And not just the time you saw, either. The bandits had thought to make their fortune off her, and when they were denied, they decided to get their value another way.” Amber was obviously angry, and her voice carried a harsh rasp that set Drake’s neck hairs on end.

    “But you think he will come after the cloth,” Drake said, making a statement rather than asking a question.

    Now Amber looked him in the eye as she spoke. “The Duke is a very possessive man when it comes to things he values.”

    Drake shook his head. “But he does not value Lissett. He doesn’t sound like the type of person I want to deal with. In the morning, after we have all had another chance at the bathhouse, we will go on. I gathered enough coin from the bandits to buy a wagon and donkey, or a mule. Either way, we will be leaving.”

    That night Drake was awakened by the sound of someone moving close to him. A body slid into his bed, and cool hands touched his skin. “It’s Amber,” a voice whispered. Drake was no virgin, but all his experience had been with the neighbor girls in a hayloft. Sharing a bed with Amber was a new and completely different experience.

    Amber took the lead, guiding his hands and mouth, encouraging him when he hesitated. They coupled slowly, hesitating as Drake learned how to pleasure her, and be pleasured in return. The crashing orgasm left him drained and shaking with reaction. Amber was in better shape and massaged his chest. “Well, Lord Drake, are you glad you kept me now?”

    Morning found Drake in a bout of hard bargaining with the local wainwright and horse merchant. “Gentlemen, I do not want a fine coach and a matched brace of thoroughbred horses. I just want a wagon and a donkey.”

    “Lord Drake, a wagon is no way for such as you to travel. You must show your importance. Show that you are someone to be reckoned with.” The wainwright was lovingly stroking the sides of a coach that would have done credit to the High Laird back in Chanders.

    “The proper way for such as I to travel is on the wind. If I am to be stuck on the ground, then I am not going to waste my time on such as that.” The reminder of his other nature brought about a fast end to his bargaining. He left the wainwright and horse merchant seeming profoundly grateful to be rid of him. 

    At the Red Sun, Amber met him at the door. “We are ready, Lord Drake.” The women filed out and climbed into the wagon, arranging themselves among the bales of cloth and finished goods. Amber motioned Lissett to the bench beside Drake, and he smiled at her. She was having a hard time adjusting to not being a lady anymore.

    “Where are we bound for, Lord Drake?” Lissett asked. She was becoming more animated as time passed.

    “This is your duchy, Lady. Where would you suggest?” Drake looked expectantly at her, but she just shook her head.

    “This is not my duchy anymore, Lord Drake. Not since my father gave me away.” Her eyes began to shine again, and Amber laid a hand on her arm.

    “Lord Drake, it would be best to head south. The southern coast is hospitable at this time of year. There are also men there who are not friends of Duke Manrel.” Amber had a closed expression on her face that puzzled Drake, especially after last night.

    Drake nodded, then clicked his tongue at the mule. They headed southward, toward the port city of Free Harbor. The trip took several weeks, and Drake spent the time getting to know the women in his care. All were servants in the Ducal Household except Lissett. They had been sent along with Lissett to care for her in the house of Duke Manrel.

    Free Harbor came into view as the sun was setting one fine day. Lissett had slowly come back to life, rebounding from her ordeal with the natural resiliency of youth. The city was impressive to Drake, even with the memories of the cities he had flown over the year before.

    “My Uncle Gillean is Lord here. He won’t accept me, but he won’t drive me away either. And he hates Manrel, so he won’t help him try and take the cloth and things from you.” Lissett sat on the seat next to Drake, indicating points of special interest. A small inn on the outskirts of the city proper had room for the wagon, and the innkeeper was very interested in some of the goods.

    “Well, Lord Drake, I would be quite happy to trade room and board for you and your women for some of that fine cloth. Yes, indeed. Quite happy.” The innkeeper, Daras Ventran, was smiling broadly until Lissett spoke. 

    “That cloth is worth more than your inn, Daras. I imagine you would be happy to trade room and board for it,” Lissett said as she looked down at the man. She had remained on the wagon, and Daras had disregarded her until she spoke.

    “Lady Liss? But how..? Why..? I don’t understand. How are you here? And like this?” Daras was obviously shocked and confused by Lissett’s presence.

    “I was taken by bandits. Lord Drake rescued us all, and then we came here.” Lissett was climbing down, and Daras rushed to assist her. “The bandits left me unfit for marriage to Duke Manrel. Lord Drake has claim on us all, and the goods that I was taking to Duke Manrel as my dowry.”

    Daras was looking back and forth between Drake and Lissett. “But, Lady, your uncle..? Does he know?” 

    She simply shook her head. “No word was sent. No word was necessary.”

    “Innkeeper Daras, perhaps we should discuss some other arrangement for payment?” Drake was confused by Lissett knowing Daras, and was trying to cover it.

    Daras waved him away and snarled, “Not now.” Lissett allowed him to guide her into the inn and they both disappeared.

    “Amber, what was that all about?” Drake asked. He was staring at the door where Lissett and Daras and disappeared.

    Amber was smiling broadly. She had known where she had wanted to go, and what she had wanted to do once she got there. “Daras Ventran is a former Captain of the Guard at Duke Jander’s estate. He used to play horsy for Lissett when she was a baby. He retired two years ago, and was pensioned out here.”

    Drake was eyeing her closely. “You guided me here, didn’t you?” Amber looked at the ground, but Drake was sure she wasn’t in the least contrite. “You knew he was here. And you knew that, even if her family would not accept her, he would. That’s why you suggested Free Harbor, and directed me to this inn.”

    “Yes, Lord Drake. I had to do something for her.” Now Amber was starting to look genuinely contrite. 

    Drake put her at ease. “Well, it’s probably for the best. I certainly don’t know what to do with her, or how to care for her. Why don’t you go along and help her? I can see to the rest of this.” Drake was looking pointedly at Amber, and she went to find Lissett. The other women stood back at his order, and he unloaded the wagon using magic.

    A woman was standing on the back steps of the inn when Drake started moving things about. Once he was finished, she approached him. “Lord Drake, a moment of your time, if you please? As to paying for your stay, if you are a Mage, we can work out a good deal for us all.”

    Drake nodded. “I am a Mage. What did you have in mind?”

    “We need a new Anti-Pest spell, and an Anti-Rot spell as well. How about a moon room and board for the two spells?” She was looking anxious, so Drake suspected her of trying to get a better deal than it sounded like she was getting. After all, Spells could be expensive.

    “I will have to think on it.”

    * * *

    Inside the inn, Lissett and Amber were relating their story to Daras. “...So, you see, we weren’t even worth ransoming. But he did offer to ransom the dowry. They were furious with him, and took it out on us. Then Lord Drake came storming out of the sky and burned them all to death. He didn’t understand that we were his at first, but he is starting to.”

    “Lady, forgive me, but did you say he came storming out of the sky? How is that possible?” Daras asked. He was sitting with Lissett and Amber at a sunny table, well away from the rest of the room.

    “He’s a dragon, Daras. A real dragon: wings, teeth, claws and all. He transforms back and forth at will. He is also a Mage. A good one.” Amber sat with her back to the wall. She was a servant of the lady, but she was also her bodyguard.

    Lissett nodded her agreement. “He is also naive. He didn’t know we belonged to him until we told him, and even then, it took time to convince him.”

    “Strange. Very strange. But you are here now. Lady, I am going to ask Lord Drake if he will sell you to my care. I can offer him a good price. If you approve, of course.” Daras was well aware that he could beggar himself and still not come up with the price Lissett would fetch, but he had to try.

    “Ask him, Daras. Please ask him.” Lissett was beginning to smile at last, and Amber joined her.

    That night, Daras approached Drake. “Lord Drake, I would like to speak to you about Lady Lissett. Would you consider selling her to me? I know she’ll fetch a fine price, but she means so much to me.”

    “Then make me an offer, Daras. Lissett needs more than I can give her, but I don’t want her to be stuck in some bad situation.” Drake was feeling quite good about the entire situation. A little inconspicuous peeking had revealed that Daras was treating Lissett like a favorite grandchild.

    “I can offer thirty gold crowns now, and pledge another thirty next year. That will make sixty gold. A fair price, even for Lissett.” Daras was sitting forward on his chair, tension written clearly in his posture.

    “Very well, Daras,” Drake agreed, though he was shocked by the amount. The most money he had ever even seen was three silver crowns. Having even two sparks to rub together was an accomplishment in Chanders.

    “Thank you, Lord Drake. Thank you ever so much.” Daras bent and lifted a heavy bag of coins on to the table. “Thirty gold now, and again as much next year.”

    Drake stared at the bag, dumbstruck by the sight of so much gold. Amber had been waiting for the chance and came forward. She seated herself beside Drake and caressed his hand. “Lord Drake, are you all right?”

    Drake simply shook his head and then reached out a finger to touch the sack. “Amber, this is more than I can handle right now. I need to go lie down.”

    Amber led Drake and his gold upstairs to the room that had been set aside for him. She helped him undress, then undressed herself. “Lord Drake, I want you to know that I had hoped Daras would do exactly what he did. Lissett needs him. She needs to be loved by someone who has no other motive behind that love.”

    “Someone who treats her like a granddaughter? I noticed how he reacted to her, Amber. But what about you and the others? What am I going to do with you?” His hand caressed her hair, and she sighed.

    “I have an idea.” Then she proceeded to show him what he could do with her.

    Summer turned to Fall in the inexorable cycle of the seasons. Drake found himself more and more restless as the days passed. The fine adventure he had thought to have was sliding into boredom.  ‘His’ girls had settled down, and were supporting not only themselves, but him as well. The sack of gold sat in his room, mocking him. Rich and powerful, he could not buy what he most needed. What he most wanted. Amber was his, as were Morlan and the others, but it was not what he wanted. He wanted a normal family, not women bound to him. He wanted children. He wanted the life that his wish would forever deny him.

    As the leaves fell, he grew restless. The only place he would feel at home was at home. If not in Chanders, then at least in the Empire. Late one night after he and Amber had made love, he brought the subject up. 

    “Amber, if I went away, what would happen to you?”

    “It would depend on what you did before you left. If you arranged our care, then we would be fine. You are thinking of leaving, aren’t you?” Her head was pillowed on his shoulder, and he felt the muscles in her back tighten.

    “Yes, I am. I can’t settle down and live like this. Few people know my true nature, but enough do that I catch people staring at me as I walk down the street.” He caressed her hair, but his comment had ruined the moment.

    “If you arranged for our care, then we would be fine. No, not fine. We would be terrible.” She began to cry, and Drake was helpless before her tears. “I don’t want you to go, Drake. I want you to stay. I want to have your babies. I want to grow old with you.”

    “But that’s just it, Amber. I won’t grow old. I am still a dragon. In time, if I stay, I will watch you grow old and die, but I will be the same. I don’t want that. I want you to be happy and fulfilled. I don’t even know if I can have children with a true human.” He held her closely, feeling the conflict deep within himself.

    “Then you have to abandon us. If you do that, then anyone can take us in. We will not be able to say no, no matter who takes us.” Her voice was low, but Drake could hear the tears.

    “What if I arrange to have you taken in? Daras can handle another woman or two, and there is Pentran across the street. He can take one more. He already likes Morlan. And Starla. She has been spending a great deal of time with the farrier down by the river. I won’t abandon you, Amber. I will see that you are taken care of.”

    The next week was spent in a round of bargaining with different men concerning his women. Drake knew that he could not just give the women away. That would be demeaning to them, and put them in a low position wherever they went. The farrier traded Drake three horses and a saddle for Starla. Pentran bargained hard for Morlan, and put fifteen gold crowns on the table to secure her. Lord Gillean, Lissett’s uncle, put up ten gold crowns for the two maids. That left Amber. 

    Daras sat with Drake in the main room of his inn, discussing Amber’s plight. “Lord Drake, you know I can’t afford another. The price I have already pledged for Lissett is all we have. I am sorry, but I can’t help you.”

    Drake visited jurists and magistrates. None had an answer for him. Finally, in a bar down on the waterfront, the solution to his problem presented itself. A woman entered the bar and confronted a seedy looking man. 

    “You. Are you Terrinton Banden, merchant captain of the Blue Moon?” she asked with confidence in a room where the only other women were whores.

    “I am. And who are you, wench?” The captain was drunk, but still in control.

    “I am Winway Gralsaf. Permain Gralsaf is my man. I am his legal executor, and I have come to collect his due.”

    Drake blinked several times after hearing that. Legal executor? Collect? An idea began to form, and he quickly went to see a magistrate.

    “Lord Magistrate, you know I am a stranger here. Please explain to me what a Legal Executor is.” Drake sat straight and tall in the presence of the magistrate. After all, in Chanders the magistrate could have you pilloried if you were disrespectful to him.

    “Well, Lord Drake, a legal executor is someone who, for one reason or another, is granted the authority to act on behalf of another. Normally, that means that the other is incapacitated in some way.”

    Drake nodded. This was what he wanted. “What if someone had to travel, and was not going to be available to collect a debt? Could an executor be designated to collect the debt?”

    The magistrate considered for a moment, then nodded. “Yes, that can be done. Many merchants do exactly that. Why do you ask, if you don’t mind my asking?”

    “I have to leave, but Daras Ventran still owes me thirty gold crowns. I want to designate someone to stay behind and collect it for me. Can I do that?” 

    The magistrate nodded and began rummaging around for a document. Within the hour Drake had designated Amber as his Legal Executor, with power to collect debts and dispense property on his behalf.

    Back at Daras’ inn he explained it to Amber. “Amber, I have something for you. Daras, Lissett, you should see this as well.” He laid the document on the table, and Lissett picked it up. 

    “Oh, Amber, it names you Lord Drake’s Executor. To collect debts and dispense property.” She turned to Drake and held up the document. “But why?”

    “Because I am leaving. This leaves Amber free to pursue her life, and provides for her. Daras still owes me thirty gold crowns.” He paused to smile at Daras. “Somebody has to collect it. And where I am going, I am not going to need any horses or the wagon.” He turned to Amber and took her hands. 

    “You are free, Amber. As free as I can make you. The money and everything else is yours to do with as you wish. Live your life. Find a man you love, and have his babies. And never for one moment forget that you are loved.” He took her into his arms and hugged her hard, then broke away.

    Drake took the old mule and rode it out of town. The beast fought and pulled, but Drake kept it going until he was away from the people of Free Harbor. Finally, in a clearing not far from the edge of the city, he tied the beast to a tree, then transformed. A golden nimbus of power surrounded him as he began to expand. His mighty wings unfurled as his body grew, and he was once again Amberdrake. The mule had seen enough long before Amberdrake stood on the grass and had broken his lead, fleeing back down the road, but it was only a matter of moments before it became just another meal.

    A crowd of people had come out of the city to see what the commotion was. Amber and Lissett were in the front, and watched as their savior, lover, and friend left them. Amberdrake looked back and raised his muzzle to the sky, letting loose a long, pain-filled keen of loss as he gazed for the last time at the woman he loved. Then he took to the air and flew hard, fleeing the pain that was crushing his heart. 

    * * *

    In her later years, Amber Listersen told her grandchildren of the mighty golden dragon who had saved her, and loved her. “Gran, did that really happen? The Amberdrake stories are all so old. Did he really save you and Aunty Lissett from bandits, and then bring you here?”

    “Yes, Gemmy.” She sighed. “It really happened. Amberdrake really saved us. He left us here, and left me the means to live the life I have lived. I met your grandfather, and was able to buy the inn with the gold and goods he left in my care. I sometimes wonder if he remembers me?”

    * * *

    Rochelle stood and impulsively hugged him where he sat. “Oh, Drake, we know that story, but it sounds so tragic for you.” 

    Drake patted her shoulder. “It was, Rochelle. It came close to making me end it all.” He looked at Mellody and smiled sadly. “It really was just Amber. I didn’t sleep with any of the others.”

    “Strange,” Saunder murmured. “They were all yours to do with as you wished.”

    Drake smiled and shrugged. “But in real years I was just seventeen. Not a particularly worldly seventeen, either. And Amber was far more than I even knew enough to wish for. But it was knowing that we could never be more than lovers that made me leave.”

    Now Mellody gave him an intense look. “You’re not leaving me, Drake,” she said in a no-nonsense tone. “Not when I finally have a man who isn’t afraid of me.”

    “Yes, darling.”


    Adventure 4 
Estwick Is A Rough Place

    AMBERDRAKE SOARED OVER THE MOUNTAINS, reveling in the freedom of flight. Years had passed since he had become a dragon, yet he still experienced a thrill every time he took to the air. The feel of the wind whipping past his face, the pressure on his wings as he banked and rolled, the sight of the world laid out before him, all combined to give him a sense of exhilaration that earthbound man could never feel.

    He flew in a generally northward direction, though he had no destination in mind. Living had become a much more interesting proposition since he had decided to make bandits his prey. Often, he would spot a camp in the wilderness and investigate. If it was harmless, he would pass on. If it was bandits, he would eradicate them. It was on a beautiful winter’s day that he spotted a camp in a shallow cave under an overhang, high up on the side of a mountain.

    Lines of soot on the rock face indicated that the camp had been there for a long time, and he almost passed it by. Most long-established camps were legitimate, but something out of the ordinary caught his eye. Looking closer, he saw human skeletons in the trash heap.

    A quick check of the shallow cavern showed that six people were present. Five men and one woman sat in front of a rude hut snuggled against the back wall. He landed above the cave to investigate. His hearing was sufficiently keen that he could listen in on their conversation.

    * * *

    “Gah! Seda, where did you get this mule piss?” an unkempt man snarled as he threw a mug of something into the fire. Steam billowed up and the others waved it away.

    “Don’t ask me. ‘Twas you what brought it in,” the woman replied. Hearing her talk answered one important question for Amberdrake: She was one of them, not a captive.

    “Quit yer bitch’n, Forman. We’s all gots ta drink what we’s got till ta thaw. Once’t ta caravans get ta move’n, we’ll get better pickn’s.” The speaker was lying back with his eyes covered by a dirty hat.

    That comment was his last, except for a few screams. Amberdrake swept the cavern with his tail, then ensured that the bandits were dead by stepping on each of their heads. A flick of his foot and they joined the other skeletons in the trash heap. Then he investigated the cavern.

    It turned out to be deeper than he had at first thought. A curtain wall of native stone hid an inner chamber that was packed with a number of crates. Magically reducing his size to that of a large horse, he investigated. Most of the crates were broken open and the contents scattered about, but some were still tightly closed. A flip of a claw opened them, revealing fine cloth, silver plates and bowls, porcelain, and a collection of gold and jewels. Fine pickings indeed. The sky was darkening, and Amberdrake decided to settle in for the night. Morning would arrive soon enough, and then he could continue on his way.

    The sun rose and shown directly into the cave, warming it while the valley was still in shadow. Amberdrake considered the sight, and was moved by the beauty of it. Snow glistened in the brightening light, and he could see herds of deer browsing on the grasses and leaves under the snow. The sight of the deer reminded him that he hadn’t eaten for several days, and he quickly returned to his normal size and launched himself toward one herd that had ventured out into a meadow.

    The deer saw him coming and fled, but not soon enough. He flew back to the cave with a deer grasped in each of his front claws. Not a full meal, by any means, but a good start for the day. When the last bit of venison had disappeared, he again launched himself into the air, heading north. The chest of gold and jewels was grasped firmly in one front claw, while the one full of silver was grasped in the other. The rest could wait, but this would brighten someone’s day when he found a town.

    A smudge of smoke led Amberdrake to a small, walled village close by a stream. The water had not frozen over, and a mill-wheel turned in the current, creaking and squeaking merrily. People walked in the streets, and he was surprised to see that the interior of the town was cobbled with rough cut stones. Not many towns bothered with cobbles for anything but the main thoroughfare. The town’s folk saw him coming and ran for cover, while a group of armed men manned the walls.

    He landed a good distance from the walls, and watched as arrows flew toward him. They fell short, and he was amused to hear one man berating the archers for wasting arrows. Standing on his hind legs, with his wings spread for balance, he waddled forward to the point where the arrows had fallen and cast his translation spell, though he could understand the local language well enough without it. “That is no way to greet a guest,” he said in a booming voice.

    “And what makes you think you are a guest, foul beast? Be gone. You will have nothing from us but arrows and steel.” The leader of the armed men shook a sword over his head threateningly and his followers shouted their agreement.

    Amberdrake shrugged. If they feel that way about it, then so be it. “Very well. I will be off then. I just stopped to let you know that the bandits up on the mountain are all dead. Your caravans should be safe for a while. There is quite a haul in a cavern under an overhang, if you choose to find it.”

    “The bandits are dead? Did you kill them? Who are you?” Puzzlement made the man more courteous.

    “I did. I am Amberdrake. Good day.” A mighty leap and sweep of his wings propelled him into the sky over the town. The men ducked, unsure of what he was doing, then watched him fly away. The chests went un-noticed. 

    * * *

    Amberdrake flew on after telling the town that the bandits were gone. Days turned into weeks as he flew, searching for a large town or small city. Finally, he spotted a city in the distance. Landing late in the night a good distance from the city, he transformed back into Drake. It had been almost three years since he had walked on two feet, and for a time he simply walked around, stretching his legs. His clothes were richer than ever before, with gold and jewels evident at his collar and cuffs. The chest of silver was nestled in the crotch of a tree, and the rest of the gold and jewels were secreted about his person.

    He walked into the city the next morning. A guard challenged him, but a look at the rich clothing made the man respectful. “Your pardon, Laird, but where are you coming from?”

    Drake stared down his nose at the guard and adjusted his clothes before answering. “I was riding from Free Harbor, headed toward the Darendian Empire, when my horse stepped in a rut and broke his leg. I had to put the poor beast down. I have been afoot for days, and I am in no mood to be delayed. Stand aside.” He waved his arm, and the guard stepped back, unsure what to make of him.

    Drake was proud of his story and the effect his fine clothes had had on the guard. He continued on into the city until he encountered a large inn. The people going in and out of the building were obviously well off, and he fit in nicely. The sign over the door proclaimed it the White Lilly.

    The innkeeper bustled up to him as soon as the door closed behind him. “May I be of service, Laird?”

    “Yes. I want a room, a bath, and a good meal. I have been on the road for weeks.” Drake did not look at the innkeeper, imitating the lords he had seen in Free Harbor.

    “At once, good Laird. At once.” The innkeeper turned away and began issuing orders. In moments Drake was up to his neck in a tub of steaming water. A woman was in the water with him, scrubbing his back and anything else he wanted scrubbed.

    He took the girl back to his room and spent the evening relieving tensions that normal dragons only feel once every hundred years. Lying back in the bed, he considered what he wanted to do while he was there. The girl had already taken care of his number one need. The feel of her lying next to him was a tonic to his nerves, and the certain knowledge that she would be out of the way in the morning was a relief. He did not want to become attached again. Not after the wrenching his heart had received when he had left Amber. Morning peeked into his window, and the girl awoke. She smiled and reached for him, and he did his best to show her his approval. She left an hour later, sweat soaked and smiling as she clutched a gold coin in her hand, while he laid back to recover.

    The innkeeper met him as he entered the main room some time later. “Your pardon, Laird, but I did not get your name yesterday. How shall I address you?”

    “I am Laird Drake Emverson,” he replied, using his father’s patronymic.

    “Very good, Laird Emverson. Now, how can I be of service to you this fine day?”

    “I am going to be staying around for a while. Where can I find an honest moneychanger? And what is the name of this city? I didn’t think to ask yesterday.” Drake wasn’t looking directly at the innkeeper, but he noticed the quick, calculating look the man gave him.

    “This is the city of Estwick. An honest moneychanger, Laird Emverson? Not in this world, but I can direct you to one who is not too much of a thief. I will have my boy, Comler, guide you. He is a good hand to have about if there is trouble. Comler!” the innkeeper bellowed, startling Drake. How can a human throat produce that much sound?

    Comler turned out to be a beefy youngster in his late teens. He appeared quickly to his father’s summons. “Yes, Pa?” 

    “Com, take Laird Emverson to Honwer the Moneychanger. And watch your back while you are there. You are guarding a guest, so carry your staff.”

    Comler nodded and disappeared, returning in moments with a leather-bound quarterstaff. “At your pleasure, Laird Emverson.” He indicated the door and Drake led off. “To the left here, Laird Emverson.”

    Comler guided Drake from behind, walking a respectful two steps behind him the entire way. At the moneychanger’s shop, he rushed forward to open the door and entered first, then stepped aside for Drake to pass.

    “Yes, good Laird, how may I be of service?” Honwer asked from where he sat behind a counter that was screened off with thick lattice. Only a small opening revealed Honwer to his customer.

    Drake asked, “Are you the moneychanger?” At Honwer’s smile and nod, Drake stepped forward.  “I am going to be staying in town for a while, and need to change some gold for smaller coins.” He produced three gold coins from three different kingdoms.

    “Yes, yes, very good. Innkeeper Yontcy sent you?” Drake nodded and Honwer smiled, then he picked up the coins. He brought forth a scale and weighed each coin, noting down the totals. He seemed to be ignoring Drake, so Drake got his attention by letting a little magelight glow around his hands. 

    “I would be very disappointed if I was to find out that I had been cheated, Master Honwer. Very disappointed.”

    Honwer’s eyes bulged at the sight of the glow surrounding Drake’s hands. He swallowed convulsively, then began refiguring the totals that he had come up with. In the end, Drake left with two hundred and seventy-three silver crowns. Not bad, even for a small city like this.

    Drake returned to the White Lilly with little prompting from Comler. At the door he flipped the boy a sliver and dismissed him. Comler went straight to his father and whispered in his ear, then disappeared. Yontcy’s eyes widened for a moment, then he recovered.

    “Laird Emverson, you are full of surprises. Is there anything else that I can get for you?” Yontcy seemed to be suddenly even more in awe of Drake.

    “No. I think I’ll stroll about for a time. See what this city has to offer.” Drake’s smile set the innkeeper to rubbing his hands in worry. After all, having even a minor Mage angry with you is not a good thing. Drake made a quick stop in his room to drop most of his silver with the rest of his gold and he was off. 

    Estwick was a bustling hive of humanity, with almost twenty thousand people calling it home. Drake strolled about confidently. After all, what could happen?

    As he was passing an alley he heard a mewling sound, as if someone was in pain. Without considering the implications, he investigated. A flicker of movement in the corner of his eye was the only warning he had that it was a trap. Pain and a sound like a gourd being cracked open filled his head while the smell of blood filled his nose. He dropped, unconscious before he hit the ground.

    * * *

    “Well, Stanber, this looks to be a good one. Grab his other arm.”

    “I don’t know, Wes. I mean, a laird? We never robbed a laird before.” Stanber grabbed the arm as instructed and helped drag Drake farther into the alley.

    “He looks to be a foreigner. No one will care.” Wes pulled a knife, and Stanber grabbed his arm. 

    “No, Wes. We don’t kill. Especially not a laird. They’re too visible.”

    Wes gave Stanber a pitying look. “I’m not going to kill him, Stanber. Just cut away his clothes. Look at those jewels. Do you want to leave them behind?” 

    Stanber shook his head and helped strip Drake. His pouch and the jewels at his collar and cuffs made a good haul for a pair of small-time thieves.

    * * *

    Drake awoke to the feel of something gnawing at his leg. Reality struck in seconds and he struggled to a sitting position. Rats scurried away as soon as he moved, and he watched them watching him for a moment. How could I have been so stupid? He had seen that most lairds had at least one guard, and few commoners went unarmed. That meant that this had to be a dangerous place. Yet he had walked into an alley. Stupid, stupid, stupid!

    He made his way back to the White Lilly on shaky legs. Yontcy saw him the moment he entered the door and began calling for help. Within moments Drake found himself up to his neck in hot water while Yontcy and a surgeon checked out his head.

    “Well, Laird Emverson, you have a remarkably hard head. A blow like that would have killed most men. Just take it easy for a day or two, and you should be fine.” The surgeon patted Drake on the shoulder and left him in Yontcy’s care.

    “I tried to warn you, Laird Emverson. This is a rough town.”

    “So I see. I wouldn’t have listened in any case. Sometimes being a Mage can make a man too confident. At least they didn’t get much. Help me to my room, please.” Drake stood uncertainly, and Yontcy guided him. Once there, he laid back to consider his options.

    The loss of the coin and jewels didn’t disturb him as much as the loss of some of his self-confidence. How could I have been so cock-sure of myself? I’m in human form. Frail, weak, easily defeated. Not like Amberdrake.

    He was tempted to just disappear. Become Amberdrake and fly away. But some stubborn part of him made him stay. Bandits, after all, were bandits. Even in a city. But Amberdrake would be too big to explain within the city walls. He needed to be something smaller. Something fast. Something strong. Something deadly. I need to be a daemon.

    The daemons are the basis of a great many human legends of demons. Twice the size of a man, with two arms and two legs, and a heavy, barbed tail, the daemons were fierce killing machines. Shiny black chitin covered their bodies, making them all but invulnerable. Two-inch claws ended each their three fingers, while six-inch claws ended each toe. The head was equipped with massive jaws lined with serrated teeth. Slit-pupiled eyes gave it night vision that would make a cat jealous. It was the deadliest creature on Dracana, with the exception of dragons.

    A little practice over the next three days taught Drake how to remake his body into the body of a daemon. On the night of the new moon, he took to the streets. The thieves had made one major mistake when they robbed him. By taking his clothes, they gave him something to track them by. Something he could never miss: His own scent.

    Making his way back to the alley, he found their trail. It led, unsurprisingly, to the poorer part of the city. Twisting and turning through alleys and across streets, he followed the trail. In one alley a cur growled and snapped at him, and he stopped for a moment. A slash with one clawed hand almost decapitated the dog, and he paused to eat. Daemons, like dragons, are not picky about what they consume.

    Wes and Stanber had taken their booty to a local thieves’ den and were living it up. The silver was still in their pockets, and the jewels had given them almost a year’s credit with the barkeeper. They were enjoying beer and sausages when Drake burst through the door. Screams filled the room as mighty teeth and claws tore into everyone.

    Drake wasn’t being careful about who he killed. Everyone in this filthy sty was a thief, and in his opinion, they all deserved to die. Blood spurted from severed arms and necks while people tripped on their own entrails, trying to escape. But there was no escape. In moments there was only one living being in the room, and Drake stalked through the blood and gore to inspect the two he had come seeking. Wes was missing his head while Stanber was sitting slouched over his mutilated belly. A quick sniff to verify who they were, and he was off. If he was going to fight bandits, he might as well make a full night of it.

    The nighttime streets belonged to the lawless, and Drake had little trouble finding other bandits and thieves to deal with. He left behind a trail of dead and broken bodies as he traversed the city. It seemed that every alley housed at least one thief.

    Morning found him back in his room. Watery sunlight filtered in through the window, and he listened to a cock crowing in the stable yard. Damned bird. How am I supposed to sleep?

    He awoke with a start some time later. Somehow, without realizing it was happening, he had fallen asleep. Sunlight streamed through his window, though he could not tell how late in the day it was. A tailor had visited him the day before to take measurements for more clothes, and there were two new sets clothes laid out at the foot of the bed. How did anyone enter my room to leave the clothes without waking me?

    He dressed quickly and went to the main room. The place was crowded with men and women, and everyone seemed to be excited. Yontcy came to his side as soon as he walked into the room. 

    “Laird Emverson, you are finally awake. Tailor Demanthis delivered your clothes this morning and I had Bran put them in your room. She said you didn’t stir.”

    “No, apparently I didn’t. How late in the day is it? And what’s going on?” He knew, of course, but he couldn’t let Yontcy know.

    “It is just before supper, Laird Emverson. There was some sort of disturbance last night in the thieves’ quarter. Something tore through and killed about twenty thieves and cutpurses. And I do mean tore. Tore out throats and guts, tore off heads, arms, legs. I say about twenty because in one place there are just a bunch of body parts.” Yontcy didn’t seem overly concerned with the dead. After all, they were just a bunch of minor thieves.

    Drake nodded and found a table. His adventure of the night before was causing quite a stir. A tankard of beer was followed by a delicious meal of braised venison and vegetables, along with more beer. He found himself still tired, and retired for the night early.

    He repeated his nighttime forays every third night. Thieves began banding together for protection, but that only made it easier for Drake to find them. After a moon in Estwick, the bandits were becoming scarce, and he decided to move on. A horse was an easy purchase to make with his cache of gold and silver. He didn’t buy the fancy horse the stable owner tried to sell him, nor did he haggle over the price as much as he should have, but he only intended to eat the beast anyway.

    Drake left Estwick early one morning and rode out of town in the direction of the Darendian Empire. Once he had left the city and its people behind, he continued for a day before stopping. Discarding his clothes, he transformed into Amberdrake. The horse was quickly consumed to settle his belly, and he flew on. 

    * * *

    Back in Estwick, Yontcy’s maid was cleaning Drake’s room and came upon a cache of coins under the mattress. Gold was predominant, but there was silver and copper in abundance, as well as some jewels. Yontcy was at first concerned that Drake might return, so he put it away in a safe place. After a moon he decided that Drake was not returning, and the treasure went into the inn coffer.

    Life in Estwick returned to normal. No connection between Drake’s arrival and the killings was ever made. Yontcy came to the conclusion that the reason Drake never returned for his gold was because he had met with a bad end at the hands of a thief. He had tried to warn the laird. Estwick is a rough place.

    * * *

    “You just left it all?” Saunder asked, leaning forward. “What you described was a fortune. Why didn’t you take it with you?”

    Drake sat back and smiled. “I hadn’t intended to become human again for a long time. I wasn’t too impressed by my actions in Estwick. Daemons are vicious. And I was too new at it to control that aspect of the creature’s personality.”

    “How vicious?” Rochelle asked, remembering the creature that had saved her. 

    Mellody answered after she glanced at her husband. “There is nothing in the world that even comes close, Roe.”

    “There is one creature that is close, Mel,” Drake murmured.

    “What?”

    “There is only one other creature I know of that comes close. A creature that kills its own kind. A creature that will wantonly kill, not to eat, but for simply for the pleasure of the kill.”

    “What?” Rochelle asked, looking and sounding terrified. 

    Saunder spoke softly as he said, “Man. Only humans kill each other for all of the ridiculous reasons we give.” He looked at Drake and the desolate look in his eyes drew a sad smile from the legendary being.

    “Yes, Saunder. Only humans and Daemons kill for anything but food.” He let his head tilt to the side. “I tried to do better the next time I walked on two legs.”


    Adventure 5 
The Miscalculating Daemon of Port Royal

    SNOW FLURRIES BLEW DOWN THE side of the mountains as Amberdrake glided on the wild currents and drafts. He did not flap his wings to fly. Rather, he rode the up-drafts that were stirred up by the wind swirling about the mountain faces. The mountains were devoid of life this high up. Even the hardy mountain sheep kept to the lower elevations at this time of year.

    Years flowed past for Amberdrake now. He was becoming more of a dragon and less of a man. Though he had the body of a fully-grown male dragon, his personality was still that of an adolescent. And an adolescent human at that. But that was changing with each passing season.

    Walking the world as Drake was taking its toll on Amberdrake. Humans age much faster than dragons. He was gaining the maturity he lacked far faster than might have been expected. He was also gaining knowledge of his original species.

    Humans are, without a doubt, the strangest creatures that inhabit Dracana. A person who professes to be a pacifist might turn and attack for no reason. A vicious barbarian raider might stop and admire a flower. A friend might stab you in the back, and an enemy bandage your wounds. Puzzling.

    It had been ten years since he had left Estwick. Ten years without becoming human. Ten years without the feel of another being close to his skin, touching in a way that dragons do not touch.

    The land to the west of the mountains was lush and verdant in a hundred shades of green. Forests stretched for mile upon mile with bright green meadows scattered about like islands in a dark green sea. People were few in this land, and Amberdrake was somehow relieved. Chasing bandits was getting boring. He needed something new. Something challenging. Something that would get him some simple human companionship.

    Weeks passed before he saw a city. Perched on the banks of a large river near where it emptied into the Antinian Sea, it was among the largest cities he had ever seen. He decided to drop in for a time and live the life of Drake Standralson once again. But first, he needed some money.

    The presence of a large city almost guaranteed the presence of thieves. All he had to do was look. Landing on the edge of the city late in the night, he transformed. He did not, however, transform into Drake. He once again became the daemon. Hunting thieves was not a job for a frail human.

    The city was not walled, which made his entrance easier. Stalking the nighttime streets, he searched for those who preyed on their fellow men. In alleys and darkened dives, he found them, and the slaughter began. Twenty-five men fell to his claws that night, and he casually stripped them of any coin they possessed. The irony of him stealing from thieves was lost on him. Daemons do not have a conscience. As the sun rose, he became Drake. His clothes were not as fine as he was used to, but he didn’t have as much coin in his pouch either. The thieves of this city were not a prosperous lot.

    Traveling to the outskirts of town, he approached an inn. The sign over the door named it the Black Dragon, and he felt his lips pull into a wry grin. Appropriate enough, all things considered. Inside, he found the Dragon to be an altogether disappointing place. Smoke from an ill-kempt fire filled the main room, and smoky lanterns glowed like cloud covered suns in the murk.

    The innkeeper, an emaciated old skeleton of a man in a dirty shirt and apron, approached him as he stood by the door. “What does ye want?” he snarled, looking Drake over carefully.

    Drake studied the man for a moment, then, with a mental shrug, said simply, “A room and something to eat.”

    “Four coppers a day fer a pallet, six fer a room and a bed. Meals is two coppers each. And I don’t haggle.” The man’s nasal twang and foul breath were almost too much for Drake, but he reflected that he didn’t have much money yet. He would have to stay here for a time. At least until the daemon could find some more prosperous thieves.

    He fished eight copper coins from his pouch and dropped them in the innkeeper’s outstretched hand. “The meal first.”

    The man turned away without further comment and waved at a table. Drake seated himself and was soon gazing uneasily at a plate of what the innkeeper had simply described as “food”. 

    “What is this?” he asked, his distaste obvious in his face and voice.

    The innkeeper ignored him and walked away, bellowing at a serving girl for being slow. Drake tried the slop in front of him and decided that it tasted better than it looked, though not by much. When he was finished, he asked for his room and was shown to a flea-infested hole with a rotting straw mattress. Once he was alone he invoked an anti-vermin spell and was rewarded with a cloud of creatures great and small scurrying for the exits. He gingerly sat on the bed and leaned his back against the wall. Stretching out his senses, he searched the city for the more successful thieves he was sure inhabited the place. Once he found them, he rested. The night would be here soon enough.

    As darkness fell, Drake left the Black Dragon. No one made any comment as he left. The Dragon was the kind of place where people minded their own business. In an alley he ducked into the shadows and quickly transformed into the daemon. Damn, I feel vulnerable as a human in this city. 

    Sliding through the night like a shadow, he traversed the city to the location of a major thieves’ den. The thieves he had encountered the night before had been freelancers. The prosperous thieves were all banded together in clans. Drake had a special clan in mind for tonight. The Draymen. They held the docks, and controlled the flow of goods in and out of the city.

    * * *

    Vundas sat with his back to the wall, and a hand on his knife. Living to a ripe old age in this clan took ruthlessness and cunning, along with a great deal of caution. 

    “Someone hit some of the independents last night. Someone nasty. There were twenty and five dead at last count, and the constables aren’t sure they’ve found them all.”

    Cordor shrugged. “What does that have to do with us? They weren’t affiliated, so they were fair game.”

    “It has to do with control. We cannot have someone slicing up thieves at will. We decide who lives and dies in this city.” Vundas cautiously sipped at a mug of mulled wine. “If someone is moving in on the independents, then we might be next.”

    “Now Vundas, just because...what was that?” Cordor stood and moved so he had his back to a wall and a clear view of the room as screams echoed through their headquarters.

    Vundas stood as well and pulled his knife. “Someone is attacking us! Quickly, out the back.” He led the way with Cordor close on his heels. “I told you! Someone is trying to take over.”	

    Vundas and Cordor made it to the street and were traveling as quickly as possible toward their secondary headquarters down by the docks when they saw the flames spring up behind them. Looking back, they saw a shape out of their worst nightmares silhouetted against the flames.

    * * *

    Screams echoed through the building as the daemon searched. He knew where the gold and silver were stored, and made his way there with ease. Most of the thieves ran away screaming as soon as they saw him. Those who didn’t were quickly shredded. Once he had acquired the coin and magicked it into a safe place, he went hunting. The building had emptied out remarkably fast, and he found only the bodies of those he had already killed. With a mental shrug, he set fire to the building. After all, it wouldn’t do to let them re-group.

    Drake made his way quickly toward another thieves’ den. This clan controlled the breweries and distilleries in the city. Through them, they controlled the taverns and inns. City law, enacted by pet lords, prohibited the manufacture of any alcoholic beverage without a license. And the licenses went to those who paid.

    The commotion at the Draymen had alerted the entire city that something was happening. The Brewers quickly set extra guards around their headquarters and waited. They didn’t think anyone would actually attack them. They were the largest clan, and the deadliest. They were mistaken.

    Drake dropped from the roof of a building and slaughtered a group of men who were guarding a back door. He had all the gold and silver he needed. This raid was to obliterate, or at the least decimate, the Brewers. 

    Men screamed and were cut down with blinding speed. Claws ripped out throats and stomachs. Severed heads rolled down the halls as men failed to outrun the daemon. Doors crashed open as Drake bulled his way through bolts and bars. He hunted by sight, sound, and scent, finding men in hidden holes that another man would miss. But he was not a man, and he did not miss anyone.

    Finally, after he was running low on breathing bodies to kill, he set fire to this building as well. The gold and silver were already gone, spirited out of the building by a quick-thinking thief, but that didn’t matter to him. All that mattered was that he had managed to end the lives of more than a hundred thieves that night. 

    Drake returned to the Black Dragon and transformed back into human shape. It was just past midnight, and the main room was still inhabited by a motley assortment of the dregs of the city. The innkeeper noted his passage, but didn’t say anything. In his room, he reviewed the night. 

    The Draymen had held more than five hundred gold crowns, though this city called them royals. There were sixteen hundred silver royals. No copper was present, which wasn’t surprising. Copper was for the rank and file to spend. Drake settled back in his room and contemplated his changed status. In the early morning he would leave town, circle around to the other side, and enter again as Laird Drake. He much preferred living an affluent lifestyle to living as one of the underclass.

    The sun had not yet begun to lighten the sky when he left the Black Dragon. No one saw him go. No one would have cared. He left town quickly and circled until he found a road. He transformed his clothes into those of a wealthy man, then re-entered the city. 

    He walked with a confident swagger that proclaimed to all that he was an important person. People stepped aside for him, and he traveled to the wealthy part of town. Two and three-story buildings were common, and there were several that were all of five stories tall. These were the palaces of the Prince of the City, and the Royal Family.

    Drake established himself in an impressive inn, a step up from the inns he was familiar with. The main room could have held a hundred people in comfort. The air was fresh, and the floor was bare, clean wood. No rotting rushes or sawdust to soak up spills. The room was brightly lit by oil lamps that gave off a perfumed smoke that relaxed Drake as he breathed it in. All in all, he was exceptionally pleased.

    “Your pardon, good sir. May I be of service?” A woman in her middle years asked as she stopped at Drake’s side, looking up at him.

    “Yes. I am in need of a room and a bath,” Drake replied with a nod to the woman, and she smiled.

    “As you wish, good sir. Has Pel taken your horse?” She looked curiously past him out of the door.

    “My horse is dead. She stepped into a hole and broke her leg. I had to put her down, poor thing. I have been afoot for the last ten days.” Drake saw the woman appraise him and nod.

    “Very well, good sir. Welcome to Port Royal. I am Mistress Stienmetz, proprietress of the Silver Net. If you will follow me, I will show you to the bathing room.” She led off with Drake following a few steps behind her. The room that she led him to was empty except for a deep wooden tub sunk into the floor. She clapped her hands and two young women appeared. “Valas, Densa, this goodman wishes to bathe. Prepare the bath and make sure it’s hot.” She turned to Drake and smiled. “Is there anything else that you require, good sir?”

    “Yes, if it wouldn’t be too much trouble. As you no doubt noticed, I am not carrying any baggage. I will be needing the services of a good tailor to clothe me properly. I am afraid that this,” he indicated the rich clothing that he was wearing, “is all that I was able to bring along. I loaded myself with all of my coin, and had no strength to carry much else.”

    The woman’s eyes lit for a moment. “Yes, indeed, good sir. A tailor keeps shop just around the corner.”

    “Very well. I would appreciate it if you could send someone to ask him to come calling this evening. And, if it is possible, I would like these clothes cleaned. It will take some time for even a very good tailor to make my new wardrobe.” 

    Mistress Stienmetz smiled and nodded, then left. The girls, Valas and Densa quickly filled the tub with hot water. They looked slightly disappointed when Drake dismissed them, but he was pretending to be tired. There would be time for fun and games later that night.

    Drake soaked in the water until it cooled, then emerged. His clothes had been taken to be cleaned, though the money belt and purse that he had manufactured were still secure. Valas was waiting outside the door, and she handed him a robe of some fluffy material to wear until his clothes were returned. She showed him to a room and left him there, though she showed some indications that she would have liked to stay. Drake again dismissed her, reflecting that money seemed to be a universal aphrodisiac. He actually only carried a small portion of the gold and silver he had stolen from the Draymen. The rest was hidden where only he could access it.

    His clothes were returned within the hour, and he went to find Mistress Stienmetz after he dressed. “Mistress, I thank you,” he said with a slight bow. “There is one thing that we did not discuss before, and that is your fee for the room. What is this costing me?”

    “Oh, good sir, I am sure you will find us quite reasonable. The room is one silver royal a week, or, if you prefer, fifteen coppers per day. The use of the bathing room is included, of course, as are three meals per day. The only thing that is not included is after dinner drinks and...entertainment.” She smiled slyly to ensure that Drake understood her meaning. “Those are paid for separately. Now, I must ask you a question. Who are you, good sir, and where do you hale from?”

    Drake had been expecting a question along these lines, and had spent his time in the bath thinking up a good lie. “I am Laird Drake Standralson, from Chanders, in the north of the Darendian Empire.” It was a safe lie, this far south. “I am traveling about, making arrangements for trade and shipping as I go. The Merchant’s Confederacy, which my father currently leads, is seeking to establish a network of trade relationships throughout the continent.”

    Mistress Stienmetz’s eyes lit when Drake named himself a Laird, and described the Merchant’s Confederacy. Such men in the Empire were much respected and feared. Trade was the life’s blood of most towns, and a trade alliance was a very desirable thing. “Laird Drake, you are welcome indeed. Very welcome.”

    Drake nodded his acknowledgment and looked about. “If it is not too much trouble, I am a bit hungry. Is there anything prepared?” He knew that no inn was ever out of ready to eat food, and smiled as Mistress Stienmetz led him to a table. Within moments, he was facing a feast that would have fed Amberdrake. “Whoa, slow down Mistress Stienmetz. There’s only one of me.” Drake laughed.

    Mistress Stienmetz looked slightly alarmed until Drake laughed. She went away smiling and Drake applied himself to his meal. Mistress Stienmetz had an excellent cook, and he was finding that ten years as a dragon had sharpened his appreciation of fine food. He was finishing a sweet pastry when an elderly gentleman approached him. “Laird Drake? I am Master Tailor Armer. I understand that you are in need of some clothes?”

    Drake appraised the tailor and liked what he saw. The man was elderly, with snow-white hair, and was dressed in fashionable clothes for this city. “Yes, Master Armer, I am in need of several outfits. I had to abandon everything when my horse died. If I am to make a good impression on those I intend to form an alliance with, I am going to need to look my best.” Drake smiled at the tailor, and received a smile in return. 

    “Very well, Laird Drake. Perhaps we could retire to your room so I can measure you in private?” Drake nodded and led the tailor to the room he had been given. Once there he stripped, as requested, and Master Armer began measuring him in detail. “You are going to need small clothes as well, Laird Drake. Do you prefer cotton, or silk?”

    Drake was momentarily confused by the term “small clothes”, but quickly understood that he was referring to underclothes. “Cotton. Silk feels wonderful, but I tend to chafe. Now that you have my measurements, let us discuss what kind of clothes are appropriate to a Laird in this city. I do not wish to offend anyone, nor do I wish to be dismissed because of my dress.” 

    Drake and Master Armer discussed the fashions of the day for some hours, with Master Armer sketching what the clothes would look like, and Drake either accepting or rejecting each design. In the end he ordered ten sets of clothes, and agreed upon a price that, in other days, would have left him faint. He deposited three gold royals with Master Armer, much to the man’s delight, and received a promise that his clothes would be completed with the utmost haste.

    That night Drake availed himself of the “entertainment” that Mistress Stienmetz had mentioned. Both Valas and Densa were curled up in his bed after he had exhausted himself. The girls were skilled and eager, and reasonably priced as well. A silver royal apiece for a night of uninterrupted pleasure. Drake was lying back, enjoying the feel of Valas’ skin as he caressed her butt, when they were interrupted by a commotion outside the inn. Drake went to the window to see what was going on, and the girls joined him.

    “It looks bad, Valas. Almost as bad as last night,” Densa said and Drake noticed that she was looking worried.

    Drake couldn’t let on that he knew about the disturbance the night before, so he asked the obvious question. “What happened last night?”

    “Something attacked the Draymen and the Brewers. Some said it was a demon, but most think that someone has hired a Mage to attack their enemies. That means it was either the Laborers, the Merchants, or the Commons, though only the Merchants have the resources to hire a Mage like that.” Valas never looked away from the scene on the street.

    “Draymen? Brewers? Laborers, Merchants, Commons? What are you talking about?” Drake knew, but wanted it explained anyway. 

    Densa answered. “They are the Clans. The criminal clans. Each controls a part of the city, or some group. The Draymen control the docks and shipping. If they don’t like you, you don’t do business. The Brewers control all alcohol. Beer, ale, wine, or spirits, if they don’t produce it or sanction it, it don’t get sold. The Laborers control the workmen. If they don’t give their blessing to a project, no one will dare to work on it. The Merchants, they are really nasty, they control who opens a store. If they decide you are going out of business, you go out of business. The Commons control what is left. We, Valas and I, we pay dues to the Commons. All the whores do, even the boys. If we didn’t, they would disfigure us so we couldn’t get any customers.”

    Hundreds of men were marching past the inn, carrying sticks and clubs. They were chanting something that Drake couldn’t understand, but he had the feeling that it was nasty. And deadly.

    The rest of the night was punctuated by the sounds of shouting and screaming. The smell of smoke from a distant fire disturbed the girls, and Drake found himself holding them to comfort them rather than what he had paid for. 

    What have I started?

    Morning found the main room of the inn packed with men, and many of them had signs of the night’s violence written clearly across their bodies. Drake found himself being ignored while Mistress Stienmetz and the girls tended to the wounded men. Out of a feeling of some remorse, Drake fed himself in the kitchen.

    “Laird Drake, forgive me!” Mistress Steinmetz all but cried when she saw him sitting in a corner of the kitchen. 

    Drake held up his hand and shook his head. “It looks like you have enough to do out there, Mistress. I can see to myself for a while. It’s not the first time.” By midday, the inn was again quiet.

    Mistress Stienmetz approached Drake late in the afternoon. “Laird Drake, I must speak with you. I understand that the girls filled you in on the happenings of the last few days. It is a terrible thing, the loss of so many lives. I was told that over three hundred men died last night, and a hundred and sixty-four the night before. That will affect you, I am afraid. Many of those who died were affiliated with the Draymen. They control trade in and out of the city. The trading houses all pay the Draymen, and with the Draymen off the job, they are all stuck. There are no workers on the piers unless the Draymen say for them to be there. And right now, all of them are arming up for a war against the Merchants. It is the consensus that the Merchants have hired a Mage to try and take over from the Draymen and the Brewers. That way they would control almost everything that gets sold in Port Royal.”

    “So, until this Clan War is through, I am not going anywhere? I sometimes wonder if there is a curse on me.” He feigned sorrow for a moment. “Very well. If I am going to have to stay, I am going to have to stay. There is just no getting around it. Mistress Stienmetz, I will be needing my room for quite some time.” He smiled, and Mistress Stienmetz seemed relieved. She had probably been thinking that, because of the trouble, he would leave immediately. 

    That night Drake left the girls alone. There were still disturbances down on the docks and in the warehouse district, but there were no marches past the inn. Drake sent his mind questing for information, and learned far more than he intended.

    * * *

    Vundas and Cordor had formed a common cause alliance with the remains of the Brewers against the Merchants. “We saw it. It wasn’t human. It wasn’t even human shaped. It was beyond description.” The speaker was a young man with bandages on his arm. He had fled the Brewers headquarters when Drake had attacked, though he had not fled fast enough to escape unscathed. Drake had almost ripped his arm off.

    “We saw something of the nature in the flames when our place went up. It was larger than a man, and glistening black in color.” Vundas replied as he sat very still. The shock of what had happened was still affecting him.

    “Yes, that’s it. Shiny black, and deadly.”

    Cordor and Vundas, along with Darian of the Brewers, were the only senior members of the two clans left alive. The demon had killed many, while the Merchants had killed more when the allied clans had tried to raid the Merchants’ headquarters. But they had exacted a price for their dead. The Merchants had been dealt a blow that it would take them years to recover from. Their guiding hand, Master Werrington, was dead.

    Darian laid out a plan to attack the Merchants again. Bribes to the Laborers had provided them with plans for the building where the Merchants had their headquarters. As they laid out their plan, they were unaware that they were being watched.

    * * *

    Master Mage Sahrendas sat on her padded stool and focused her mind on a crystal ball. Pictures formed, and sound followed, as she spied on the allied crooks. 

    “They conspire against you.” Her voice had a sibilant hiss that set Merchant Gelstan’s hair on end. “They believe that you have hired me to bring a demon against them.”

    “But I didn’t. Do you know what attacked them? And why?” Merchant Gelstan paced about the room with his hands tightly clasped behind his back. 

    “I do.” She hissed. “It was not a demon. It was a daemon.”

    “Demon, daemon, same thing.” 

    “Not so. Not so,” she hissed. “Demons are ethereal. They exist only in the mind, though the damage that they can do by acting through an intermediary is impressive. The daemons are real creatures. Creatures of flesh and blood. Creatures that kill for fun, hurt for pleasure. Only one other creature does that.” She looked up at the man and smiled.

    Merchant Gelstan stepped quickly back away from the Mage. Her face was a bit too reptilian, and her eyes were slitted like a snake’s. “What other creature? Maybe we can get one to fight off this daemon.”

    “Not so. Only man, of all creatures, shares this appetite with the daemons. Good day.” She swung her cape about her shoulders and vanished, leaving Gelstan gaping at the spot where she had been sitting.

    So, they think I sent a demon against them. And the Mage said it was a creature called a daemon. What else can go wrong? Late in the night he found out.

    * * *

    Vundas led a group of men toward the headquarters of the Merchants. They were one and all dressed as well to do men, and they swaggered and staggered like drunks out to celebrate. Their off-key singing was punctuated with laughter and belches. Altogether, they presented a remarkably un-threatening picture to the door guard. 

    It was his last mistake. 

    Vundas struggled to pull his knife out of the guard’s throat. He had driven the thick, stiff blade all the way up into the man’s brain, and had to wiggle it loose. 

    “That is why you don’t do that, Master Vundas. You can die before you get your knife out.”

    Vundas turned on the speaker and held a finger angrily to his lips. The man smiled, and Vundas was reminded that the man killed for a living. Mercenaries had always given him the shivers. “Inside, quickly.” Once in the building, Vundas consulted a map that had been drawn from the original plans of the building. “We split here. And remember, we want Gelstan alive.”

    Vundas led one group toward the room where Gelstan was supposed to be found, while a minor Brewer led the other group to the room the Merchants were using as an armory. Lamp oil was spread over the swords and bows and a lantern thrown in. Let the Merchants try and defend themselves now.

    Vundas and his group burst into Gelstan’s bedroom and quickly surrounded him. “No, wait. Please, you must believe me. We didn’t attack you. It was someone else. Something else. A daemon.” Gelstan was not allowed to say anything else. He was bound and gagged, then bundled up in his own blankets. Smoke from the fire was already permeating the building, and Vundas cursed. They started the fire in the armory too soon.

    They hurried down the stairs as men awoke to the smell of smoke. “Quickly, out of the building. There’s a fire. Everyone outside and form a bucket line.” Shouts of panic and commands that were ignored by one and all echoed through the halls. Vundas dodged and bullied his way out of the building and into the night.

    * * *

    Merchant Gelstan was seated in a wooden chair. His hands and legs were tied, and his bare feet were propped up in a low stool. “Now, again. Why did you attack us, and how do we get rid of your demon?”

    “I keep trying to tell you, it wasn’t us!” Gelstan cried. He was sweating profusely in fear of what he knew was coming. “We didn’t attack you. We didn’t hire a Mage to attack you. The Mage I hired said that a daemon attacked you. We weren’t behind it.”

    “Liar!” Cordor shouted as he swung a flat board against the bare soles of Gelstan’s feet. Gelstan screamed as the pain shot through his body. 

    “I am telling you the truth!” Gelstan gasped out. “It wasn’t us.” He began sobbing until the board again slammed against his feet.

    * * *

    Merchant Gelstan’s body was found hanging in a warehouse office. His hands and feet had been cut off, and his tongue had been ripped from his mouth. The Merchants declared real war against the Draymen and Brewers now. Gangs of Merchant thugs rioted through sections of town where the Brewers lived. Women and children died in the streets as men fought over the right to collect extortion money from the city.

    Drake was sickened by everything he was seeing. I never dreamed I was starting a turf war among the clans. But that’s what I did. I have to try and stop this.

    The daemon stalked the night again, only this time he was careful to attack only those who were out attacking others. Brewers, out for revenge against the Merchants. Merchants out for revenge against the Brewers and Draymen. Drake slaughtered the men he found attacking women and children in at least a dozen different places. His teeth and claws tore flesh and bone, but nothing he did stopped the carnage.

    The city of Port Royal was bleeding to death. Commerce had stopped because of the violence. People were afraid to venture out of their homes to visit the markets. Farmers remained out in the countryside watching their produce rot because they didn’t dare enter the city. More than two thousand men, women, and children had died, and still the fighting continued. Drake sat in his room, considering his options. I caused this, and everything I’ve tried to stop it has failed. It is time for drastic measures.

    Drake purchased a horse and prepared to leave. Mistress Stienmetz nodded knowingly as he loaded his saddlebags onto the animal. “I didn’t think you would stay, Laird Drake. It will be years before the city returns to normal. If I had the means, I would be leaving as well.” She turned away before he could answer, and shut the door.

    Drake rode hard out of town. He had a long way to go, and not long to get there. As darkness fell, he tied the horse to a tree and stripped. He removed the saddle and the saddlebags, stashing them with his clothes. Someone was going to be rich when they found his things.

    He transformed back into Amberdrake, and had his accustomed snack of fresh horse meat. Launching himself into the air, he returned to Port Royal with the sun. The people saw him coming and panic spread through the city. The warring factions fled to their homes, forgetting their grievances for the moment. Landing in the center of the city, he simply sat and looked about. 

    Fire had gutted dozens of buildings. Whole blocks had fallen, and bodies lay unburned in the streets. In a cleared space he saw his chance to implement his plan. He created an illusion of the daemon, and attacked it with a roar. 

    Hundreds watched as the golden dragon fought the black daemon. He made the illusion fast, and controlled it so that his fight lasted for a long time. In the end, of course, the daemon went down and Amberdrake scorched the earth with his fire, burning the ground so thoroughly that the sand melted into glass. He raised his head and roared with triumph, then launched himself back into the air.

    Amberdrake’s theatrics calmed the city, though there were still isolated cases of violence. The Prince of the City called on his cousins, the King and Queen of Sargash, for aid, and troops were dispatched to help maintain the peace. 

    Slowly, the city returned to normal, though there were a few changes. The Brewers were gone. The Merchants had absorbed what was left of them, proving to some that they had been behind the attacks all along. 

    * * *

    Master Mage Sahrendas watched everything from her cave, high in the mountains. Amberdrake’s performance had been laughable, though the people who had seen it believed every fake roar. No daemon could stand for a second against a dragon, even a small one. And Amberdrake, all one hundred and eighty glorious feet of him, was not a small dragon. 

    Sahrendas began laughing and swirling her robe around herself. In moments she had transformed. Her green and gold scales glistening in the sun, Sahrendrake roared with laughter. Her mate was growing up. Soon it would be time for her to head to the desert and lay their eggs. But until then, she would keep an unobtrusive eye on him. After all, he was the most powerful mage that had ever lived. Even more powerful than her own sire. 

    Our children will be magnificent!

    * * *

    Rochelle grinned at Drake and said, “You were one of those boys who threw rocks at beehives, weren’t you?”

    “Only once,” Dark admitted with a grin. “If the stings hadn’t been enough to keep me from doing it again, the belt my father took to my butt would have. Had to work my rest-days for three months for the beekeeper. Got a big jar of honey for my mom, though.” 

    Mellody was reduced to giggling incoherence as she looked at her husband.


     Adventure 6 
Children

    AMBERDRAKE SAILED THE SKIES OVER the Brondian Continent, content with his life for the moment. Another mating season had passed, and Sahrendrake and three other females carried his eggs. He had learned a great deal from the past hundred years.

    The land below him was resplendent with spring, and he marveled at the changes that had occurred since the last time he had passed this way, on his first trip east. A kingdom had expanded into these lands, and roads crossed lands that had once known only deer and elk. Now bison and sheep, goats and pigs, all the animals man cultivated for his own uses roamed the meadows and forests. Man, in all his arrogance, was master of the world. Or so they thought.

    Sliding into a low glide, Amberdrake dropped slowly toward a meadow, intending to snack on some ragged bison that were browsing on the early grass. Dropping over the trees, he had grabbed and pierced two bison before the sound of human screams reached him. Looking ahead, he saw a woman and two children near the tree line.

    The woman was down, and the children were trying to drag her to the trees. He backwinged and dropped his catch, then circled around for a closer look. Landing, he regarded them curiously as they continued to scream. 

    The woman looked up at him with terror in her expression and cried, “Run! You’re not strong enough to save me, but you can save yourselves. Run! Leave me and run. Hide! Split up and don’t look back!”

    The eldest, a girl of about eight, looked at her mother and screamed, “No, Mama! We won’t leave you.”

    “You have to! He’ll eat us all if you don’t.” The woman pushed at her daughter’s hands, but the dragon was on them.

    “Please stop screaming,” Amberdrake said softly, folding his foreclaws over his stomach. “I intend you no harm.”

    The woman screamed, “Go away!” but Amberdrake simply sat and stared at her. He was impressed by the woman, both by her courage and her beauty. 

    “I will. In time, I will go. For now, please be at ease. I do not, as a rule, eat humans.” Looking closer, he could see a raw wound on her leg. “How were you injured?”

    “What do you care?” the older girl shouted, stepping in front of her mother. 

    “I am curious.”

    The woman grabbed her daughter’s dress and pulled her back. “I stepped in a trap.”

    Nodding his understanding, Amberdrake used a small fraction of his power and invoked a healing spell. The woman stiffened as pain assaulted her. The spell shucked away dead and diseased flesh, knitted the bone together, restrung the tendon, then closed the wound. In the blink of an eye her leg was whole and healthy. “There now, that wasn’t so bad, was it?”

    She was recovering from the effects of the spell, and blinked rapidly. “How?—Why did you do that?”

    “I will see no creature suffer.” Invoking his magic once again, Amberdrake transformed into his human shape. “Especially not such a lovely creature as yourself.”

    The woman looked at the man who stood in the dragon’s footprints. He was young, twenty at the most, but a man in every detail. He had clothed himself in cloth of gold and amber, reflecting his coloring as a dragon. She watched as he approached her, too shocked to be afraid. 

    “I am Drake Standralson,” he said with a slight bow.

    “Evin Winterhaven,” the woman replied automatically as she stood, gingerly putting pressure on her leg, and sighing when it didn’t hurt. “These are my daughters, Shena and Fran, Lord Drake.”

    Drake looked at Evin and her daughters. Shena echoed her mother’s brown hair and eyes, while Fran was a four-year-old carrot top with green eyes. Drake said, “I am pleased to meet you all,” as he bowed to Evin and her daughters. “You are a great distance from the nearest town. Is there a reason, or are you simply traveling?”

    “We are fleeing the rebellion, Lord Drake. I have family in Whitehall who will take us in.” Evin was watching him with large, frightened eyes. 

    Shrugging, he looked around. “Are you hungry?” he asked, changing the subject.

    Evin was taken by surprise by the sudden change, but Fran wasn’t. “Yes! We haven’t eated in days and days.”

    “Eaten,” Drake corrected gently, then turned to look back the way he had come. A whispered spell levitated the bison he had killed and brought them to his side. Another spell butchered the carcasses. Evin had already laid a fire, ready to light, and he lit it with a gesture. “Do you have a pot?”

    Shena turned and grabbed a battered copper kettle, handing it to her mother. “Will this do?” Evin asked timidly.

    Drake nodded and diced a large chunk of one of the bison into the pot. Placing it over the fire, he scanned the area. Evin and her daughters had collected a number of young wild onions and carrots, and he suggested that they would go well with the bison. Evin immediately began peeling and slicing the vegetables into the pot, and Shena grabbed their water bag to add to it once the meat was seared.

    Evin brought out two bowls, and three spoons, then looked up at Drake, suddenly stricken. “Lord Drake, forgive us, but we only have two bowls.”

    Drake looked at her curiously, then looked around. Where he had landed were a scattering of his scales, five in all. “Fran, would you collect those scales and bring them over here? Be careful, they’ll be hot.” While the child did as he asked, he picked up a tree limb that had been gathered as firewood. Focusing his will upon it, he shaped four good wooden spoons, then tossed the remains into the fire. When Fran returned, he took the scales and looked at them closely. He had never thought to do anything with his scales before, and was unsure of his next step. 

    The scales were large and brightly polished. Focusing his will, he began reshaping the scale from a concave, oval platter into a deep, oval bowl. When he was happy with the first, he repeated the procedure on the others and soon presented Evin with five golden bowls. 

    “These should do.”

    Evin was wide-eyed with shock. He had simply accepted her statement and made his own bowls and spoons, and more for her and the girls as well. Swallowing convulsively, she took the bowls and nodded her thanks, not trusting her voice.

    Drake sat still and regarded the woman carefully. He guessed her age between twenty and twenty-two, and her ragged clothes spoke of poverty. Her daughters were in little better shape, their clothes being more patches than whole cloth, and he felt a stab of pity. Even the poor in Chanders had dressed better than Evin, especially in the cold seasons. He determined that he would do something about their clothes at least before he went on his way.

    The smell of the stew soon distracted him, and Evin spooned out bowls full, serving Drake first. Drake took the bowl, caressing Evin’s hands as he did so. She looked into his eyes, then quickly looked away. He did not pursue her any further. He was not in need of release. Mating with Sahrendrake had left him barely interested in the other dragons. While Evin was beautiful, he was not in the mood to pursue her. If she came to him later, then so be it.

    Evin and the girls ate quickly, their hunger obvious to Drake. When they had finished a bowl each, Evin offered him a second bowl before she would serve her daughters. “No, thank you. You go ahead.” Evin looked at him, then quickly served the girls and herself. The sky was darkening, and Drake found the idea of leaving unpleasant. There was a homey, easy feeling to sitting by the fire with Evin and her daughters that he found comforting. 

    “Evin, I will be staying the night before I fly on. Do you have a tent?”

    Evin looked up when he spoke, her eyes wide. Men of power were to be feared at the best of times, and these were not the best of times for her. “No, Lord Drake. All we have is our blankets.”

    Drake nodded and looked to the forest. His eyebrows drew together as he built a shelter for the night, building four beds into the walls. He magically cured the hides of the bison for pads, and filled the beds with fresh pine boughs. “This will be more comfortable than the ground.”

    Evin seemed suitably impressed by his use of magic. She bowed her head and said, “Thank you, Lord Drake.”

    Drake nodded and turned away, seeking the bed farthest from the door opening. A flicker of magic made a blanket of the same material as his clothes, and he settled in. Watching Evin and her daughters settle, he noticed that their blankets were in no better shape than their clothes. As they settled, the two girls together sharing their blankets, he made blankets for each of them. Evin looked at him, questions plain in her eyes, but he turned his face to the wall. He would not encourage her, nor ask for her company.

    * * *

    Evin watched Lord Drake turn away with a slight smile curving his lips. He was so powerful that she feared his reactions to her. That he had not demanded she join him was a relief, though she was still uncomfortable. Settling into her bed, she snuggled into the fluffy material of the blanket, not recognizing it, but not caring. It had been a long, cold winter, and spring had not really warmed up yet. The combination of warmth and a full stomach put her to sleep quickly in spite of her worries over Drake.

    * * *

    Morning was heralded by the songs of birds in the trees. Drake woke with a start, forgetting for a moment that he was human. Looking about, he saw the empty beds that Evin and her daughters had slept in, and was disappointed. He had hoped to spend at least a little time with them before traveling on. Walking out, he surveyed the meadow. Their trail was clear in the morning dew, but he decided that he would leave them alone. The blankets would help them, as would the meat he was sure Evin had stashed away before they fled. Stripping away his clothes, he transformed and devoured the remainder of the pile of meat before attacking and killing four more bison. 

    Once his hunger was satisfied, he launched himself into the air, circling in lazy spirals into the morning sky. He spotted Evin and the girls, but didn’t pursue them. Evin was obviously frightened by him, and not simply because he was a dragon. Humans could be far crueler than any other creature. She had said that she was heading toward Whitehall, and he decided to investigate. Perhaps Whitehall would be his home for a time as well. A small town lay two or three days walk to the west, the direction that Evin and her daughters were traveling, and it was only a few moments on wing to the forests outside the town.

    Transforming and dressing himself as a moderately successful man, he walked to the city gate. “Halt where you are. I don’t recognize you.” A guard said from a stool in the sun. “State your business.” 

    “My name is Drake Standralson, from Chanders in the Darendian Empire. I am traveling about, investigating trade for my father and his associates. What city is this?” Drake stood with his hands clasped in front of him, speaking respectfully to the guard.

    “Whitehall. Enter, but be sure to find lodgings by nightfall. There is a curfew one hour past sunset. Be indoors, or be jailed.” The guard turned away from Drake, ignoring him quite thoroughly.

    Drake bowed to the guard anyway, then strode boldly into the city. Whitehall was not an impressive place. The city was small, with no more than three thousand inhabitants, and centered around a massive marble quarry. Inns and ale houses were prevalent, though there was evidence that other traders were present, and other industries as well. A lumber mill had its wheels turning in the river current, and Drake could smell a tannery somewhere up wind. Walking down the main street, he looked about for an alley. That there wasn’t any coin in his pouch didn’t bother him. Any group of people this large had thieves, and thieves were his favored prey.

    Slipping into the shadows of the first alley he found, he scanned his surroundings. A man crouching by a doorway. A cur cowering under some refuse. The remains of a long-dead man. Everything pointed to a poor city that was getting poorer. One anomaly alone drew his attention. In the midst of the filth, he found gold.

    * * *

    Banard Granish sat in his hideaway, and counted. He had managed another theft right under the nose of the quarry manager. Right under his nose! Giggling to himself, he counted the golden coins. Thirty now. Thirty, with only six to go before he could buy Anelis. Then she couldn’t reject him. Then she would be his, no matter what she wanted. A flicker of movement was his only warning that he wasn’t alone. Death claimed Banard quickly, spilling his blood on the dirt floor of his hovel. 

    The daemon sniffed the dead man, then flared briefly to reveal Drake. Looking at the pitiful wretch, he collected the gold from the table, then slipped out the door. No one watched him go. No one cared here, not for Banard. Not for his dreams. 

    Traveling quickly back to the more affluent section of town, he looked about for an inn. The Golden Dragon caught his attention, and he chuckled to himself at the irony of the name. Stepping in from the bright day, he blinked and waited for his eyes to adjust. 

    “Good day, good sir. How may I serve you?” a man’s voice asked, and Drake turned toward him.

    “I need a room for a time. Who are you, good sir?”

    “I am Barten Carrington, owner of the Golden Dragon. And you, good sir?”

    “Drake Standralson. I am here to investigate trade for my father and his associates. I will need a room for a moon or more.” Drake’s eyes had adjusted enough for him to see Barten clearly. Barten was in his middle years, with gray sprinkling his sandy hair, but not dimming his blue eyes. 

    Nodding his head, he motioned Drake into the common room. “A moon, room and board? That will cost you twelve silver.” Barten led Drake to a table, and motioned for a server. 

    Drake was surprised. He had expected the price to be a great deal higher. “A moderate price, good sir.”

    “It’s the slow season,” Barten commented, glancing back to Drake. “During the summer it would be a gold a week.”

    “Then I am glad I’ve come so early. How is trade?” he asked. Innkeepers were always a good source of information.

    “Poor. Fear of the rebellion has kept most traders close to home. Unless you are trading in weapons.” Barten looked at Drake for an answer to the unasked question.

    “Wool. Father is a master in the Weaver’s Guild.”

    Barten shook his head. “Not much call for wool, Master Drake. Duke Delindas up in Waterlan might be interested though. They are major wool producers, and might be in the market for a trade partnership.”

    Drake nodded and looked about. The Golden Dragon was a moderately prosperous inn, neat and clean, with room for about twenty patrons. “What is this rebellion I keep hearing about?”

    Barten’s face closed down for a moment, then he shrugged. “King Blackmoore has been squeezing the dukes pretty hard, and they have been squeezing the lords. A group of lords from the east have been stirring up trouble, encouraging people to defy the dukes and the king’s men. There have been a large number of Tax Collectors robbed and killed.”

    Drake shook his head slowly. “Bad for trade. Bad for the people. What has the king done?”

    “He is attacking the rebellious duchies one by one, bringing them back in line. They say he has an army of Magi, and nothing can stand in their way.” Barten looked at Drake closely to see his reaction to that pronouncement.

    “An army armed with only magic? How can people fight that?”

    “They can’t,” Barten whispered.

    * * *

    Drake began investigating the city, visiting trading houses and making enquiries about the cloth trade. The duchy he was in, Hiddendell, was not a major producer of cloth of any kind, and Barten’s suggestion that Waterlan might be a better place for him was repeated more than once. While he wandered about, he studied the people and town of Whitehall. 

    His first impression, that the town was poor and getting poorer, was reinforced each day. Inns and ale houses were crowded, but few men were drinking. That meant there was no money for liquor. The only people who seemed to be prospering were the lords.

    Lord Elinston, the owner and manager of the quarry, lived in a fine manor house overlooking the great hole that was the quarry. He was not beloved by his employees, high or low. His profits from the quarry were impressive, but he kept his wages lower than poverty level. That he was the major employer in the city kept the entire city poor. 

    Lord Cavin, who owned most of the farmland around Whitehall, was a cruel man with no sympathy for those wretches who farmed his lands. He received a set amount from each tenant-farmer for the use of the land, whether the harvest was good or poor. His letters of agreement tied the farmers to the land for a set length of time. Many people were starving on the land they farmed, and they couldn’t leave.

    Drake wandered the city for a week before he saw a familiar mop of red hair. Fran sat outside of a building, clutching her old blanket about her shoulders. Looking closer, Drake’s mouth tightened into a thin, disapproving line. 

    The building was a whorehouse. 

    * * *

    Inside the whorehouse, Evin was begging. “Please, Forin, please don’t make me do this!”

    “I don’t have a choice, Evin. Do you think I like it either? I hate it. But it’s the only way.” Forin, Evin’s cousin, stood in the middle of the room. “The only way we can live is by selling what we have to sell. And for us, that means our bodies.”

    Drake entered through the front door and looked about. Several women came toward him, each trying to look attractive, and failing. As his eyes adjusted, he saw Evin and another woman come from a back room. “Good sir, welcome. Do you see anything that interests you?” Forin said sweetly, smiling at Drake.

    Drake looked past her at Evin and nodded. “I do. I saw Fran outside, Evin. Where is Shena?”

    Evin started, not recognizing him. “My daughters are not for sale!” she snapped, her eyes narrowing as she glared at him.

    “I would hope not. This doesn’t seem like a safe refuge. Is this what you want?” he asked, stepping closer to her.

    Evin looked at him, still not recognizing him. “What is it to you? Who are you?” she snarled, defensive before this stranger’s questions.

    “A friend. Do you want to stay here, Evin?” Drake’s eyes narrowed. He wasn’t sure why he was feeling this way, but finding Evin in a whorehouse after she had rejected him in the forest angered him.

    “No, it isn’t. But Forin lost her shop. This is all we have. Who are you to question me?” Evin’s eyes had tears shining at the corners.

    Drake suddenly felt horrible. Who am I to question her? “Drake.”

    His name, spoken simply and without elaboration, meant nothing to Evin. Then she looked closer at him. “Lord Drake?” she whispered, finally placing the face. She began backing away, fear plain in her expression. 

    Drake nodded. “Where is Shena?” he asked again, his eyes compelling an answer.

    “She is in the laundry, Lord Drake,” Evin answered softly, frightened by his interest.  

    Forin was looking at the man in her parlor, trying to figure out what Evin was so frightened of. Then she placed the name. She had not believed Evin’s story about the dragon and the golden bowls. Having a man that Evin called “Lord Drake” there made her suspicious. “Evin, you cannot convince me that this man is a ...”

    “He is! Forin, he is. Don’t anger him!” Evin turned panicky eyes on her cousin and then back to Drake. “Please, Lord Drake, please don’t be angry.”

    “Gather your things, Evin. And your daughters. This is not what I thought you were coming to.” Drake’s soft voice and narrowed eyes left Evin on the verge of tears.

    “What are you going to do to us?” she asked, her voice quavering.

    “I am going to see you better cared for than this. Shena and Fran deserve better than to be servants here,” Drake answered.

    “Now, just one moment,” Forin interrupted. Evin was, after all, her cousin. “You cannot come barging in here...”

    Drake held up one finger a light flared brightly from it. “Yes, I can. Evin, it is your choice. Let me help you again.” Drake looked into Evin’s eyes, waiting for a response. It is her choice.

    Evin bit her lips, then turned to Forin. “I am going with him, Forin. I can’t do this.” She turned and fled, returning moments later with Shena in tow, her belongings wrapped in a golden blanket. 

    “You came after us?” Shena asked eagerly, and he nodded. “Good. I like you.”

    Drake suddenly laughed. “I like you, too.” Smiling he walked out the door to find Fran. She was still sitting on the porch, looking at the passing people. 

    She looked up as he opened the door, then smiled as her mother and sister came out. “What are we doing, Mama?” she asked, then she recognized Drake and smiled. “Are you going to marry mama?”

    Drake smiled wryly at that. “We’ll see, Carrot Top. Come along.”

    * * *

    King Blackmoore led his army through the duchy of Greencastle. The task of rooting out the rebellion had become a burning, all-consuming need in his heart. No one can be allowed to defy me. Forestfall had fallen to him, the rebel lords and their followers dying in droves as his Magi scoured the city clean of their infection. 

    “Dread King, Forestfall is cleansed,” his senior Adept said from his side. “Where are we headed now?”

    “Whitehall, in Hiddendell. I have heard the lords there are unhappy with the taxes I have levied on them. A lesson is in order.”

    * * *

    Drake took Evin and her daughters back to the Golden Dragon. When Evin saw the sign, she stopped and looked curiously at Drake. He shrugged at her unasked question. “I don’t know if that’s supposed to be me. But I like the inn, and the innkeeper.”

    Barten looked askance at Drake as he came in with the family. “Goodman Drake, this is a surprise.”

    “Perhaps.” Drake said as he fished three gold royals out of his pouch. “This will cover them for a time,” he said and Barten blinked in surprise. He had assumed that Drake had brought Evin to stay with him.

    Evin bit her lip, but kept quiet. She had assumed that Lord Drake was taking her as his mistress, and while his true nature frightened her, his young, handsome form had charmed her. Hearing that she was to have a separate room caused her to rethink her assumptions. Barten led her and her daughters to a second-floor room without further comment and left them alone.

    Drake knocked on the door and Fran opened it. “Hi.”

    Drake smiled at the girl. “Hi, yourself. May I come in?”

    Fran looked over her shoulder at her mother and received a nod. Stepping aside she grinned at Drake. Evin stood to receive Drake. “Lord Drake, I’m confused. Why are you doing this?”

    “I don’t truly know, Evin. In the hundred years that I have been flying over this continent I have never felt this way toward anyone. Not even Amber.” He paused, leaving Evin to wonder who Amber was. “I suppose it was seeing Fran outside that whorehouse that got to me.”

    “I wouldn’t have let her inside, Lord Drake. And why did the innkeeper call you goodman?” Evin was emboldened by his friendly attitude.

    “Because that is how I presented myself to him. Your comment about a rebellion made me curious, so I dropped in for a look. This town in going downhill fast. It will not be long before the economy collapses.” He seated himself and Shena came to stand by his shoulder, touching him with a curious finger. 

    “Shena! Stop that!” Evin hissed, but Drake simply laughed.

    “It is all right,” Drake laughed, poking Shena back. “Evin, this is not going to be a safe place for you and your daughters to stay. The economy is so far gone already that people are fleeing to other duchies. I am posing as a trader, and have been told over and over to head north.”

    Evin nodded. “Forin said the same thing, but this was as far as we could go. We just don’t have the means to escape that far.”

    “I will see to that.”

    Drake and Evin settled into a strange relationship. He was not interested in her sexually, which confused him as much as her. He spent his time with her and her daughters, enjoying the easy laughter of Fran and Shena. Evin remained reserved when he was around, but the girls soon lost all fear of him and adopted him as a father figure. 

    * * *

    King Blackmoore surveyed the little city of Whitehall dispassionately. “Adepts, you may begin,” he said in a bored tone.

    Magebolts slashed into the city, destroying some buildings and setting others on fire. The most powerful Magi concentrated on the manors of the lords, reducing them to rubble in seconds. People began streaming out of the city, screaming in panic and pain as the Magi continued to rain destruction on their vulnerable shoulders. 

    A magebolt leveled the Golden Dragon with everyone inside. Drake was knocked unconscious and remained so until Barten and a serving girl dug him out of the rubble the next morning. 

    “What happened? Who did this?” he asked as he staggered to his feet. “Where are Evin and the girls?” 

    “I am sorry, Goodman Drake. They were over there.” Barten said and pointed to a section of the inn that had been hit by a powerful magebolt. Nothing remained of the room where Evin and her daughters had been sleeping.

    Drake threw back his head and screamed in rage and pain. They’re dead! They’re dead because I tried to help them! Running away from the inn, Drake made his way out of town, away from people. When he was alone, he ripped the clothes from his back and transformed.

    Amberdrake sailed into Whitehall and landed in front of the remains of the Golden Dragon Inn. His massive foreclaws lifted the rubble, searching for signs of life. But there was no one alive to be found. Directing his energies elsewhere, he searched and dug, using his magic and muscle to find and save as many people as he could. Turning to Barten, he bowed his head.

    “Barten, you have to organize these people. You have to get them busy rebuilding.”

    “Lord Dragon, I am not a lord. I don’t know how,” Barten replied, fearful of the great creature who spoke so familiarly to him.

    “Do what you can. I will help, but there is something that I must do soon.” Amberdrake said, turning his head to gaze in the direction that Blackmoore and his army had taken.

    “As you command, Lord Dragon,” Barten answered.

    Amberdrake spent three days helping the people of Whitehall rebuild before he felt confident enough to follow Blackmoore. “Barten, I leave you in charge. Continue rebuilding as well as you can.” Launching himself into the air, he scanned the countryside. Spotting the trail of Blackmoore’s army, he flew hard to catch them.

    * * *

    King Blackmoore was enjoying a quiet luncheon when shouts of wonder and fear echoed through the army. Strolling out of his tent, he looked up to where his Magi were pointing, marveling at the magnificent dragon who was flying above them. Then his amazement turned to terror.

    Amberdrake fell on the army of Magi with all his rage. Three quick passes of fire reduced most of them to struggling torches. Those few who had managed to shield themselves sought to flee, but he attacked again, his massive magical abilities shattering the shields of the human Adepts. Finally, he landed and began stalking the ruins of the army. A flicker of movement, a man running, caused him to pounce.

    “No! I am the king! You can’t do this to me! I’m the king!” the man shouted, looking over his shoulder. Falling to the ground, the great King Blackmoore looked up in terror at the dragon who had slaughtered his invincible army of Magi.

    “You are the human king called Blackmoore?” Amberdrake asked.

    King Blackmoore looked up in wonder and shouted, “Yes! Yes, I am King Blackmoore!”

    Amberdrake tilted his head to the side as a draconian grin stretched his lips. “Good. You survived.” Raising his head and stepping away, he carefully swung his tail over the prostrate king.

    King Blackmoore looked up, smiling and laughing because the dragon was letting him live. The dragon was leaving, carefully stepping over him. Then the dragon paused with its tail above him, and Blackmoore saw something move at the base of the dragon’s tail.

    Amberdrake paused after carefully positioning himself over the man and deliberately emptied his bowels on the great king. The internal body temperature of a dragon rivals that of a potter’s kiln. While most parts of the animals that dragons eat are digested, there are some things that even a dragon’s furnace of a stomach cannot consume. Those parts are cooked and reduced to a black, sticky substance that men call tar. At normal temperatures tar is either hard and shiny, or thick and sticky. But straight from the dragon, tar is deadly.

    Blackmoore raised his hands to shield his face as the material came toward him. A scream of pain was ripped from his throat as the flesh was seared from the bones of his hands and the unprotected portions of his head. The heat from the tar penetrated his clothing and cooked him alive. Amberdrake looked back between his legs at the struggling form. Blackmoore was truly black now, and the pitiful sounds that came from the puddle fell on deaf ears. 

    When Blackmoore stopped moving, Amberdrake turned his fire on the dead king and his followers, scorching the ground bare of life, and scattering the ashes of the Magi in the spring wind. Then he flew away, westward toward his home, and away from the memory of two little girls he had begun to call his family.

    * * *

    Mellody and Rochelle both had tears in their eyes, and even Saunder looked sad. He said, “Drake, that is so terrible. To find a family, then lose it again so soon, and in such a horrible way.”

    “I spent a lot of time as a dragon while I recovered from that experience. It took a very special set of circumstances do bring me out of my depression.”

    Rochelle looked intrigued. Mellody asked, “What happened?”

    Drake smiled. “I told you I was hosted by King Zelin of Zamaria. I didn’t tell you how long ago that was.”

    “How long?” Saunder asked while the women nodded. 

    “About five hundred and sixty years ago.” He almost laughed at the stunned expressions on their faces. 


    Adventure 7 
The Silent Clan

    AMBERDRAKE SAILED THROUGH THE SKIES OF the Brondian Continent, memory warring with memory. The death of little Fran and Shena had wrenched his heart as much as having to leave Amber behind so long ago. Yet, for a dragon, it was not long ago at all. Below him was a high plateau, the home of men who lived by herding alone. Few crops grew in this high, arid land.

    Sailing in lazy spirals, he looked for a herd of deer or elk, or even wild bison. He was well aware that some dragons did not scruple against eating the stock of mere humans, but the part of his personality that was Drake still respected other’s property. Spotting a herd of deer, he began his attack. A long, shallow glide allowed him to get within several hundred feet of the deer before they spotted him. The scattering herd eluded him for the most part, but six fat deer fell beneath his claws before the rest found the safety of the trees. He circled, picking up his catch and making a pile before he landed to eat.

    The presence of others impinged upon his awareness as he ate. Human voices, so soft that they could barely be heard by the people who spoke them, reached his sensitive dragon ears.

    “Father Elim, is it really a dragon? I didn’t think they came here,” a soft, feminine voice said.

    “Rarely. Watch him, Elith. Watch the muscles of his back as he moves. See the movement of the muscle, see the movement of the arm. The muscles tense before the arm moves, telling you ahead of time that it is going to move. This is what you must learn to see in all of your prey,” Father Elim said softly, marveling at the grace of the massive creature.

    “But men wear clothes, Father Elim.”

    “Men are not subtle, Elith. Not like our visitor out there.” 

    Amberdrake was paying close attention to what Father Elim was saying to Elith, startled by their words. Men as prey? What kind of people are these? A lightning fast twist and pounce brought him face to face with the man and girl. “Explain that, Father Elim,” he demanded, his great voice rumbling like distant thunder.

    Elim had not seen the beast begin to move, nor had he ever seen anything move so fast. Staring into the great golden eyes of the dragon, seeing the arm long teeth, and feeling the furnace hot breath, he thought himself dead. “Explain what, Great One?”

    “Explain why you are speaking as if men are your prey,” Amberdrake prompted, causing Elim and Elith to choke in surprise. 

    “You could hear us?” Elith asked, her amazement overriding her fear.

    “I could.” Amberdrake looked at the girl, fascinated by her coloring. Her skin was beyond pale, almost that of an albino, but her eyes were all but black, as was her hair. Father Elim was of more normal coloring, except that his eyes were a pale, ice blue that was almost white. 

    “It is what we are, Great One. We are of the Silent Clan.” Father Elim moved cautiously away from Elith, keeping the dragon’s attention centered on him. 

    “I have never heard of your clan, Father Elim. What are you that you speak of men as prey? You are human, I can smell that, but you are something else as well.” Amberdrake watched the two ease apart, the man trying to keep his attention while the girl tried to fade into the background. 

    “We are descendants of something other than humans, Great One. Some say cats. Some say your breed, Great One, meaning no disrespect.” Father Elim still eased away from Elith, but not far enough.

    “Come back here, you two. I bear you no ill will. I am Amberdrake, and I am pleased to meet you.” Amberdrake raised his head a little, looking at both of them at once. 

    Elith and Elim came back together in front of the dragon. Stories of a dragon called Amberdrake had made it to the high plateau, and Elim was slightly more comfortable now that the dragon had given his name. “Word of you has reached this far outpost of mankind, Great Amberdrake.”

    “Legends and lies, most likely. So, your clan may be a descendant of my kind as well as mankind? That is a strange mixture to contemplate. How could it be?” Amberdrake looked closely at Elim and watched the man mull his words over. 

    “That I do not know, Great Amberdrake. Some claim that it was the plains cats that we were bred from, not dragons. The truth is lost far in the past.” Elim was watching Amberdrake closely to gauge his reaction. 

    “Well, you don’t smell like cats or dragons, so I would suspect that the truth may be different from what you think. It doesn’t matter. What brings you to the forest?” he asked, watching Elim as closely as Elim was watching him.

    Elim looked at the girl beside him and smiled. “Young Elith is in the final stages of her training. We were hunting deer, testing her reflexes and instincts.” 

    “I see no bow or spear. What were you hunting with?” Amberdrake was watching Elim, but it was Elith that moved to answer him.

    “These.” Elith held up a pair of gloves with long, talon like claws on the fingers and dagger like spikes projecting forward from the backs. Slipping them on, she displayed her claws to Amberdrake. “The gloves are my chosen weapon, Great Amberdrake.”

    “So I see, Young Elith. Are you trained in using other weapons as well? I can think of many instances where those gloves would be a trifle conspicuous.” Amberdrake looked closely at the girl and saw her blush.

    “Knives and the blowgun, Great Amberdrake,” she said softly, sounding almost ashamed. 

    “And you hunt deer with these gloves of yours? I am sorry I spoiled your hunt, Young Elith. It is strange to see humans hunting as we do, but I have seen many strange things over the years. Long life to you both.” Amberdrake bowed his head briefly, then launched himself into the air. Elim and Elith’s words left him with a deep, burning curiosity. 

    Who, or what, is the Silent Clan?

    * * *

    Zamar, capital city of the Kingdom of Zamaria, broiled in the high desert sun. Altitude did little to moderate the temperature of the high plateau, and the lack of large bodies of water and vegetation made for large temperature swings from day to night. It was near midday the day after he had left Elim and Elith that Amberdrake backwinged to a landing near Zamar’s great gates. The guards fought to swing the gates closed, but fear of the dragon and the gates mass hampered their efforts. 

    “Now, push! Quickly! Push!” a bearded man with gold trimming his uniform was shouting while three men fought with the gate.

    “That is not necessary,” Amberdrake said mildly. “I intend no harm. I am Amberdrake.” He bowed his head, but the guards didn’t seem to notice. Finally, when it looked as if the men were going to kill themselves closing the gates, he leaped into the air, landing in the area behind the gate. The guards, of course, were suddenly trying to open the gates again as people streamed away from the dragon. Amberdrake amused himself for a moment with the game of jumping the walls, but soon tired of it. Launching himself into the air, he sailed over the town, and landed in a central park. Here again, people streamed away from him, but there were not as many. Unlike at the gates, here the soldiers ran toward him.

    “Be gone, Beast!” an old man in Mage’s robes shouted at him, weaving a spell with his hands as he chanted.

    “That won’t work,” Amberdrake commented mildly to the elderly Mage. “You have the cadence wrong, and it only works on young dragons. I am Amberdrake. Have you, by chance, heard of me?”

    The Mage stopped in mid-spell, his voice cutting off abruptly. “I have heard of a dragon called Amberdrake. Are you such a one as once visited Free Harbor?” the mage asked, backing warily away from Amberdrake’s massive foreclaws. 

    “I am. That was more than two hundred years ago. Tell me, what is this place?” Amberdrake looked up, scanning the garden. Men armed with an assortment of bows and spears lined the walls, though some were visibly trembling in fear. 

    “This is the Garden of Serenity, in the palace of his benevolent majesty, King Zonos of Zamaria,” the mage said loudly, so that the men on the walls could overhear him. “This city is Zamar, Capital of Zamaria. And I, if I may be so bold as to introduce myself, am Master Mage Cron, servant of the rulers of Zamaria.” The mage bowed deeply.

    “I am pleased to meet you, Master Cron,” Amberdrake said with a nod. “Can you do something about them?” he asked, indicating the soldiers lining the walls.

    “I cannot. If you will excuse me, I will report to his majesty your identity. He alone may dismiss the Royal Guards.” Master Cron again bowed and backed away, keeping a wary eye on the dragon.

    Amberdrake nodded, then turned his attention to the garden. It was lovely, and from his vantage point high above its neatly manicured bushes and flowers he could see an underlying pattern. Someone, long ago, had made the garden paths form a hunting cat. He was immediately reminded of his encounter with Elim and Elith. Is the truth of the Silent Clan laid out before me? The return of Master Cron and another man interrupted his thoughts.

    “Dragon Amberdrake, may I introduce his majesty, King Zonos, Lord of the Plains, Master of the Sky, Ruler of the Kingdom of Zamaria.” Master Cron bowed and swept his arm to touch the ground in front of the other man.

    King Zonos stepped forward, looking up at the dragon. It towered above him, fully sixty feet high with its front legs on the ground, and knew a thrill of fear. Here was a truly magnificent creature. Here was power to make his the greatest kingdom in the world. 

    “Welcome to my kingdom, Dragon Amberdrake. What brings you here?”

    “Hunger. I was hunting deer on the plateau, and saw your city. This is the first time I have passed this way.” Looking down on the king, he didn’t like what he saw. The king was young, yet he was already fat and soft. Not an inspiring sight. 

    Zonos smiled, bowing slightly to the dragon. “I shall have a feast brought before you. What do you prefer, oh Dragon?” 

    “I thank you, but must decline. I fed quite well, and prefer to catch my prey live. I am greatly curious, though, and would appreciate a chance to gather some information about your kingdom and its peoples.” 

    Zonos was startled, but covered well. “As you wish, Dragon Amberdrake. I shall have my finest scholars come to you here,” he said, bowing, but Amberdrake interrupted him.

    “That is not necessary, King Zonos,” Amberdrake said, transforming to his human form. “I will be quite happy to go to them.”

    Both King Zonos and Master Cron were startled by his transformation. Standing in the dragon’s tracks was a young man of middling height, clothed in fine robes that reflected the dragon’s colors. 

    Master Cron was reminded of the stories he had heard, and breathed a sigh of relief. Amberdrake was said to have spent time in Free Harbor as a man. The guards on the walls were also startled, several loosing arrows at Amberdrake’s back. The arrows disappeared with little flashes of light as they contacted his shields. Raising his eyebrows, he stepped forward to face the king and mage. 

    “Shall we?”

    The king nodded, swallowing nervously, then led Amberdrake into the palace. In what Amberdrake took to be the main court, the king invited him to join him at his table. “Dragon Amberdrake, I am truly impressed by your magical abilities. What rating, if I may be so bold, applies to you? Adept, surely, but what level of Adept?”

    Amberdrake shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. I have been called the most powerful Mage that the world has ever seen,” he answered, remembering the incautious wish of a young boy. “The last Mage of my power was Dandarshandrake, of the Empire of Luxand.”

    The king was puzzled by this, but Master Cron and a number of other men in the hall immediately began a buzzing conversation. An old man stepped forward, bowing to both the king and Amberdrake. 

    “Forgive my impertinence, my King and good Dragon, but the dragon Dandarshandrake is known from our histories. He was mighty, and much feared in the old empire. Our kingdom,” he paused to bow to his king, “was an outpost of the empire before the fall.”

    Amberdrake’s eyebrows rose at that. “Speak on, good sir. I was not aware that the Empire of Luxand had expanded so far westward.”

    The old man looked to his king and received a nod of permission. “Good Dragon, this was the farthest outpost of the empire, the very wilderness itself. Lord Zamar the Elder had carved his holding from unclaimed lands on this plateau, and named the holding Zamaria, after himself, of course. When the rest of the empire fell, he made himself king of these lands and founded his dynasty. For over two thousand years the Kings of Zamaria have ruled, each bearing a name to honor the first king.”

    Amberdrake nodded at that. “I had wondered what had happened to the empire when it dissolved. If time permits, I would speak of this further. Curiosity is my one vice, I am afraid, and I seek knowledge of many things.” 

    The king nodded and smiled. “My scholars will be quite happy to provide you with any information you desire, Dragon Amberdrake.”

    Amberdrake nodded his thanks, then let the king call for entertainment. Dancers whirled and leapt, silken veils flying and revealing glimpses of silken flesh. Amberdrake was intrigued by the dance and the dancers, but not in the manner the king had obviously intended. As with Evin, he was more interested in them as people than as women. There was something else that he alone could detect. One or more of the dancers was a member of the Silent Clan. When the entertainment was through, the king invited Amberdrake to be his guest for the night.

    Amberdrake nodded his acceptance of the king’s offer, and allowed himself to be escorted to a room. His escort was a striking young woman with white hair and leaf green eyes. She also smelled like Elim and Elith. He allowed her to join him in his bed, though he did not try to engage in any loveplay with her. Catching both of her hands, he smiled into her eyes. “Why are you here?” he asked softly.

    “To please you, Lord,” she immediately replied.

    “And what else? I met two members of your Clan early yesterday. Why did the king send an assassin to my bed?” he asked, immediately regretting it. The girl’s knee snapped up, missing his groin, but driving into his stomach with enough force to drive the air from his lungs. He rolled out of the bed on one side as she rolled away. 

    Young Pini bounced aside and looked back. The man was down, off the side of the bed, and she cautiously circled around the foot the bed to reach him. He was a muscular young man, and she was being careful. Rounding the end of the bed, her scream of fear and shock was cut off when the back of a black hand impacted on the side of her head, driving the light from her eyes.

    The daemon sniffed the young woman to ensure she was still alive. A flicker of power and a young man knelt to tie her hands and feet, then lift her back into the bed. Shaking his head at his own stupidity, he waited for her to regain consciousness. 

    “That was at best unwise, Young One. What is your name?” he asked as her eyes opened again.

    Shock and fear gave way to a stubborn refusal to answer any questions. Pini stared at the man she had been sent to kill. He was an altogether unremarkable man, but she suspected that she had been sent to her own death.

    Amberdrake looked closely at her, then smiled. “It doesn’t matter. They didn’t tell you who, or what, I am, did they?” When she shook her head, he smiled. “I am the dragon Amberdrake.”

    True fear shown in her eyes as she realized that he was stating the simple truth. “They sent me to die,” she whispered.

    “They did, or they thought I would be off guard when you tried to kill me. It doesn’t matter.” A gesture freed her hands and feet. “I ran into Young Elith and Father Elim out on the plains. They told me a bit about your Clan.” Amberdrake walked over to the fireplace and stood with his back to her. “Who sent you? The king?”	

    “No. The king does not speak to us. Lord High Chamberlain Gorid sent me. He said you were a danger to his majesty.” Pini slid out of the bed, keeping her body turned so that she always faced Amberdrake squarely. “Why are you here?”

    “Just passing through. As I said, I met Elim and Elith out on the plains, and their story about your Clan intrigued me.” Amberdrake watched her in the polished mantelpiece. “What should I do with you? You are not safe now, having failed.”

    “I am dead,” she stated flatly.

    “Not yet. There are no watchers here, I ensured that, and I am a more powerful Mage than anyone in this kingdom. You are safe for the time being, but not past morning. Is there someplace I can send you?” Amberdrake turned to watch her reaction to his offer. 

    “There is no safe place for me in the kingdom, Lord Amberdrake.” Her voice was barely above a whisper as she stared at him. 

    “And out of this kingdom? What lies for you in the other kingdoms?” he asked, and saw a light of hope shine in her eyes.

    “South, in Evandia, is another branch of my Clan. If I can reach them, I will be accepted. Why do you help me?”

    Drake chuckled. “I have a weakness for pretty young women,” he stated with a slight smile, then raised his hands. Pini disappeared in the blink of an eye. He knew that she was now crouching in a meadow some two hundred miles away, at the side of a stream. He had sent along clothing to suit the season, food, gold and silver filched from the king’s treasury, and an assortment of weapons from knives to bows. An arrow carved into the meadow grass pointed the way south.

    Drawing his attention back to his surroundings, he transformed into the dragon, shattering walls and roaring his displeasure. Landing in the garden with half spread wings, he bellowed the king’s name. “Zonos!”

    King Zonos looked out of his window to see the dragon glowing like a small sun, burning the garden and shattering walls with his tail. Fear, an unusual sensation for the king, made his knees weak. “What happened? What went wrong?” he shouted as he fought to collect his wits enough to flee.

    “Zonos, you dared to send an assassin against me? A mere mortal against a dragon?” Amberdrake roared, looking at the king’s bedchamber window. “Show yourself!”

    King Zonos did not show himself. He wet himself, then ran, screaming in terror, to the royal stables. A horse was always kept saddled and ready for couriers, and the king jumped onto its back. Lashing away the stablemen, the king rode out of the stables and into oblivion. Amberdrake’s tail had collapsed the gate tower, and the king rode straight into the rubble. The horse stopped, throwing the king into the tumbled rocks, where he died of a broken neck.

    Amberdrake did not see the death of the king. He was occupied with the Royal Guardsmen who had come to the king’s defense. Arrows showered down on him, only to disappear when they contacted his shields. Pandemonium reigned as Amberdrake continued to make a great show of his displeasure. Finally, he pretended to calm down. 

    “Where is the king?” he asked of the Guardsmen, and was told of the king’s death. “Coward,” was the only thing he could think of to say. 

    A man he did not recognize eased out from behind a curtain wall, dragging a struggling, bound figure by a rope around his neck. “Great Dragon Amberdrake, this is the one who sought your death.” The man pushed his prisoner to the ground. “This is Lord High Chamberlain Gorid, master of the castle, master of the king,” the man said, kicking the prostrate prisoner.

    Amberdrake bent his head to look at the Lord High Chamberlain. He was an old man, sixty or more, but not feeble. He stared up at the dragon, fear plain on his face. “No,” he moaned, and Amberdrake drew away. 

    He looked at the other man and asked, “Who are you?” 

    “I am Zelin, son of Zandar, son of King Zolon. I am next in line for the crown of Zamaria if my cousin should die.”

    “Your family seems stuck on ‘Z’ names, King Zelin,” Amberdrake commented, informing the new king indirectly of the death of his predecessor. 

    “The wish of our ancestor, King Zamar,” Zelin warily moved away from the Lord High Chamberlain. “This one ruled my cousin, making decisions for the king to parrot from the throne.”

    Amberdrake looked down on the prostrate man again. “Who was that child you sent to die?” 

    “She, I, that is, I did not send her to die. I did only the king’s bidding.”  The Lord High Chamberlain saw a way to deflect the anger of the dragon by blaming the late king, but it didn’t work.

    “She told me that it was you who issued the orders, and the new king claims that you manipulated the old king for your pleasure. I think you have caused enough trouble.” A massive foot crashed down on the Lord High Chamberlain, mashing him into the ground.

    The king jumped back, narrowly missing being spattered with the blood that spurted from between Amberdrake’s toes. Between one breath and the next, a young man stood in the dragon’s tracks, shaking blood from his boots. “Let’s go inside, King Zelin. I have some things to discuss with you.”

    Back in the court room, Amberdrake seated himself and faced the new king. “Why does the King of Zamaria employ assassins as servants?”

    King Zelin shook his head. “We have always had the Clan with us. They were part of the Imperial Guard, and were used as special guards for the ruling family and their favorites. When Luxand fell, the remnants of the Clan came here and entered the service of King Zamar. Since then they have been part of the fabric of the kingdom.”

    Amberdrake shook his head slowly. “Strange to employ assassins in such a manner, but there are many strange things I have seen. The truth of their origins is something that I would like to research. Do you have any idea when and why they were created?”

    “No, Lord Dragon. No one does. The only thing we do know for certain is that they have been around since the time of the Empire. Some claim that they are the children of Dandarshandrake and a human woman, though few lend credence to such notions. Others claim that they were specifically bred from the great snow leopards of the mountains. Other theories have been advanced from time to time, but those are the major two.”

    “And they are fertile with normal humans?” Amberdrake asked, leaning forward. 

    “They are, Lord Dragon. It is a trait that has diluted their bloodlines so that not every child shares the gifts of the parent.” The king stood and walked the room, hands clasped tightly behind him. “The girl, Pini. Did she die quickly?” he asked, not looking at the man who was a dragon.

    “What does it matter? Was she someone special?” 

    “She was. I would have married her if she had survived. I do not blame you for killing her. That was Gorid’s doing. I just wish...”

    “...That she had survived?” Amberdrake asked softly, and the king nodded his head. “She is making her way to the kingdom of Evandia, to the south. I did not think her death was necessary.” Amberdrake smiled at the surprise and joy that flooded the king’s face.

    * * *

    Careful examination of the records that were stored in the deepest recesses of Zamar revealed no further information on the Silent Clan’s origins. Summer passed with Amberdrake delving and searching, but never finding the information he sought. Finally, as his interest in the search waned, he left Zamaria. King Zelin stood with Queen Pini and waved as the dragon flew away. Exactly who and what the Silent Clan were remained a mystery that would intrigue him for years to come.

    * * *

    Mellody was giggling again. “You are such a show-off, Drake.”

    Drake chuckled as he grinned. “You already knew that.” 

    Saunder was chuckling as well. “Yes, we did. How long did you say in Zamaria?”

    “Not long. Ten or eleven years. Zelin and Pini had five kids by the time I left.” 


    Adventure 8 
The Pirates of The Southern Islands

    DRAKE STANDRALSON PACED THE DECK OF the Gull, the ship he had chartered to take him about the Southern Islands. Twice before he had seen the islands, but both times it had been Amberdrake’s eyes that had looked down upon the white shores and verdant hills. This time, Drake would enjoy the sights as a human.

    “Laird Drake?” a voice said from slightly behind his left shoulder. Drake turned to face the ship’s captain and nodded. “Sir, we are entering dangerous waters. Pirates have been reported near Camistan and Nowlin Island.”

    Drake nodded again, then turned back to watch the sea. “We aren’t a merchantman, Captain. I doubt any pirate would waste his efforts on a small schooner like this.”

    “Laird Drake, with all due respect, there are pirates who would attack a row boat for the fisherman’s catch,” the captain replied, disturbed by Drake’s lack of concern. 

    “Very well, Captain. What would you suggest?” Drake turned back, his eyes boring into the captain’s.

    “I would suggest that we seek safe harbor each night, and stay close to the islands when we may. This sloop has a shallow draft, and can slip through waters that would rip the hull out of a larger ship.” The captain remained calm and looked Drake straight in the eye when he spoke.

    “Very well, Captain. Do as you think best.” Drake turned away, looking out into the blue depths.

    Captain Vidosic shook his head and walked away, unsure what to make of the laird. A rich man, obviously, though prone to acts of outrageous generosity, Laird Standralson was soft spoken and courteous. He was also maddeningly incautious about the risks that he was taking. These waters were beautiful, the captain had to admit that, but dangerous. One-Eyed Petrof and his crew had begun preying on the shipping in the area and had been very successful. 

    Landfall that night was in the port town of Logan’s Cove. Captain Vidosic had been there many times before with rich clients, and he guided Drake to the best bars. Laird Drake was free with his silver, and both men were feeling warm and fuzzy early in the evening. 

    “You shee, Lair’Drake, it is best to be in port at night,” the captain slurred from the seat across the table from Drake. A dusky skinned woman sat on his knee, her bare breasts glistening in the lamplight. 

    Drake nodded his agreement, not taking his eyes off the girl that inhabited his lap. “Indeed.”

    Morning saw them again at sea, with Drake paying close attention to the waves that slid past the small ship as he hung over the rail. “Oh, why do I do this to myself?” he moaned.

    Captain Vidosic smiled as he watched his charter heave his guts up over the rail. Landsmen! Laird Drake was a fine man, but he didn’t hold his liquor well. Looking to the sea, he smiled at the prospect of the night’s entertainment. 

    * * *

    Alic (One-Eyed) Petrof guided his fast brig through the waters of the Southern Islands. In his short career as a pirate he had made a name for himself as the most ruthless privateer on the sea. His lookout shouted down from the nest, “Ship a starboard, on the horizon.”

    Alic nodded and spun the ship’s wheel, bringing the brig on line with the lookout’s pointing arm. This wasn’t the season for the major traders, so it was likely a minor House or private venture. All the better. Major Trading Houses had the resources to protect their shipping and arm their ships. Minor Houses didn’t.

    The lookout kept his eyes on the small ship as they slowly overtook it. It was a pleasure schooner, not a merchant vessel, but that didn’t deter Alic. Pleasure vessels meant bored rich men with fat purses. They didn’t overtake the craft before nightfall, but that wasn’t a problem. The schooner had swung into Devan’s Landing, and was probably going to emerge in the morning. Ordering his sails furled and the anchor dropped, Alic sent his men to bed. Morning would be busy.

    * * *

    Devan’s Landing was a paradise as far as Drake was concerned. The beaches were made of brilliant white sands, powder fine and glistening in the hot tropical sun. They had drawn Drake away from the bars that night, along with a companion, and he had swum naked in the blood-warm waters. Phosphorescent waves lapped at his bare skin and the laughter of his guide echoed across the waters.

    Drake decided to stay a few days, much to the captain and crew’s joy. Devan’s Landing was a kind, friendly place where a man could spend his days in lazy splendor or chase the thin grass skirts as the mood took him. Drake went inland with his guide to see the beautiful jungle that filled the interior. He noticed that this island had a mountain at its center, and asked his guide, “What do you call your mountain?”

    “That is Manokoui, Great Laird. Home of LaiLai, the God of Fire. In the before time LaiLai sat on Manokoui and made the lands of the sea. Great was his fire, and the very rocks melted beneath him. He sank into the rock, deeper and deeper, his anger at sinking causing much of Manokoui to fly into the air. They say that the mountain is hollow now, and LaiLai sleeps in the depths of the hole. When my first ancestors came here the glow of his fire could still be seen and melted rock oozed from the cracks in the mountain. That was long ago, but the stories are still told.” 

    Drake nodded, remembering the legends surrounding the volcanoes of his home in the Empire. The names were strange, but the legends were the same. A fire God sitting in his mountain making the land. His guide, Enilai, led him to what she called her “special” place. A small, rain fed stream slid down the side of a lava flow into a deep pool amid a lush garden of foliage. Laughing, Enilai dropped her flowered wrap and jumped, her butt landing squarely in the center of the stream. She laughed as she slid down the water slide and into the pool.

    Drake divested himself of his garments and soon joined her, though he positioned himself on the slide more carefully than she had. He had to laugh as he slid down the slide. It was akin to flying, and the slightly rough texture of the stone tickled his butt. No wonder her skin is so smooth.

    Drake and Enilai swam and laughed for half of the day. Drake was amazed by her endurance in and under the water, and watched her swim across the pool without surfacing. He tried, but made it little more than one third of the way before he had to surface. When they tired, she led him up to a secluded spot where sand filled a hollow in the rock. Smooth places on the rock attested to the passage of many hands over the stone, and Drake suspected that this had been a “special place” for generations of islanders. 

    * * *

    Alic Petrof fidgeted as he watched for the pleasure craft to emerge from the lagoon. Three nights they had hovered here. Two days and three nights! What were those fools doing? Finally, the sleek lines of the schooner slid into view and he ordered the anchor raised. 

    * * *

    Captain Vidosic saw the ship that was lying in wait and quickly ordered his men to action. Drake came out on deck to see was happening. He observed the men scurrying about the vessel for a moment, then found the captain. “Captain Vidosic, what is going on? Why all the excitement?”

    “What I was afraid of! Pirates! They were lying in wait for us as we emerged.”

    Drake went to the back rail of the ship and looked at the ship that was following them. It was not impressive, fat and rolling in the sea, but he could tell that it was overtaking them. A flicker of power and the ship’s main sail halyard parted, dropping the sail on the frantically working crew. 

    Captain Vidosic was also watching, glancing over his shoulder as time allowed, and called to his men when the sail fell. “Keep at it, men. They’re down but not out. It won’t take them long to restring that line.” Walking to Drake’s side, he looked carefully at the pursuing craft. “It’s Petrof,” he said softly.

    “Petrof?” Drake asked, looking at the captain.

    “A friend, Laird Drake. An old friend, until lately. He turned pirate after we had a falling out over a wench in Porton. That was where he lost his eye.” Captain Vidosic shook his head. “If he catches us, there will be no survivors.”

    * * *

    Alic looked ahead at the small ship, finally recognizing it. “Faster, you mother loving sons of whores! That’s the Gull! Vidosic’s ship! Faster!” he screamed as he jumped about the deck, never taking his eyes off the Gull.

    The crew looked briefly at the receding ship, then returned to their work with extra vigor. Captain Petrof was not known to be a patient man, and there was little doubt as to his reaction if they should lose sight of the Gull. Soon, though not soon enough for Captain Petrof, they were under-way again, chasing the smaller ship. Alic stood at the bow sprit, straining to be one inch closer to revenge against his former friend.

    * * *

    Captain Vidosic saw the main sail rise and shook his head. “He has a good crew. I have to give him that, he has a good crew.” Shaking his head, he began directing his men to lighten the load. “We need every bit of speed we can manage if we’re to see another sunrise, men. If we can live without it, it goes overboard.”

    Sailors began divesting the Gull of anything that could be thrown overboard, from the galley stove and its firewood to the trade goods the captain was hauling between islands. Drake assisted, adding his muscle to the task. He did not want to reveal his nature to these men, nor his abilities. Not yet. 

    Hour after hour the chase went on. Petrof’s ship was still faster, and the distance between them dwindled until Drake could hear Captain Petrof’s taunting call. 

    “Vid! I told you to never let me catch you!”

    “You haven’t caught me yet, Alic,” Captain Vidosic shouted back, throwing the wheel hard over. The Gull heeled sharply, throwing unprepared men to the deck. Drake found himself hanging onto the mast, his feet slipping on the sharply angled deck. The Gull shot ahead toward an island as the heavier brig tried to turn and follow. Petrof’s angry shouting died in the distance as the Gull slid in close to the island. Drake watched in fascination as the bottom rose to meet them, seeming to be just inches below the keel.

    Captain Vidosic held the Gull close to the island until he had partially circled it, then, when he saw the spray blowing away from the island’s mass, he again swung the wheel, heading them out to sea with a following breeze. Drake was impressed by the captain’s handling of the small ship until a rending crash echoed through the hull. 

    Drake and all the sailors were thrown to the deck, and several men went into the sea. 

    “We’ve hit the reef, Captain!” a man shouted back as the ship slammed to a halt.

    Ropes were thrown to recover the men as the captain went below to assess the damage. He quickly reemerged and ordered everyone into the boat. “She’s stove in, men. There’s no saving her, nor ourselves. Petrof is still behind us.” As if to add emphasis to his words, Petrof’s un-named ship rounded the island. “To shore, men.”

    The sailors all manned oars as the tiny lifeboat pulled away from the Gull. Drake huddled in the bottom of the boat, staying out of the way as he had been instructed. The experienced sailors drove the small boat through the water, riding the breaking waves to the beach. Captain Vidosic led his crew into the interior of the island as soon as they landed, dragging the boat into the bushes, just in case any of them survived. 

    “Laird Drake, I’m sorry. Your adventure is likely to end right here,” he said to his passenger, surprised to find him grinning. 

    Drake gave the captain a feral grin. “I may have a surprise or two for your friend Petrof, Captain.” Then he took off into the bush, leaving the sailors behind as he ran.

    Captain Vidosic shook his head as Drake vanished into the jungle and said, “Let him go, men. He doesn’t stand a chance alone, but he doesn’t stand much more of a chance with us.”

    * * *

    Alic Petrof led his men ashore on the island, stopping beside the Gull’s lifeboat to break several holes in it. “No survivors. And I get Vid.” Turning on his men, he glared at each of them. “I’ll kill the man who kills Vid before me.”

    The searchers spread out, each armed with a cutlass or ax. They knew the men they chased, but that wouldn’t stop them from killing them. Pirates do not have friends outside their own crews. 

    Drake watched the boat come ashore, then he faded back into the forest. A flaring light surrounded him, then the daemon stalked forward. Not normally a day hunter, the daemon’s shiny black chitin reflected the bright sun, alerting the man he hunted. The man charged forward, thinking he had found one of the Gull’s crew. His scream of fear was cut short as the daemon’s claws ripped out his throat.

    Petrof heard the scream, but assumed that it was one of Vidosic’s men. “One down,” he said, smiling at the soft laughter of his crew.

    The daemon’s lips pulled back from its long teeth as it looked at its prey. The weapons they carried didn’t concern it. No mundane weapon of man could harm it. Stealthily sliding through the dense foliage, it spotted another victim. This man did not scream. He had no warning beyond the sound of something passing through the air behind his head. Then his head fell away as his body jerked convulsively on the forest trail.

    One by one the pirates fell, until Petrof called the survivors together. “Where are the rest?” he asked, but received no answer. “Stay close. I don’t like this.” Motioning his men forward again, he stalked along the trail that Captain Vidosic and his crew had left.

    * * *

    Captain Vidosic and his men had managed to prepare a few traps for their pursuers. A vine in the path caused a slung tree trunk to swing into the party of pirates, injuring three of them. This angered the rest, but it was not the last trap. A small pit covered with palm fronds gave way, impaling a man’s foot on spikes of bamboo. His screams told the crew of the Gull that one of their enemy was down. The sudden silencing of that scream chilled them: Petrof was killing his own men.

    * * *

    The daemon sniffed the dead man and decided it didn’t know him. Growling, it stalked forward on the pirate’s trail. It caught them in a clearing, and the hardened killers screamed as they saw death emerge from the gloom. Attacking the grouped men, the daemon joyfully slaughtered them. Heads and entrails fell on the forest floor as Petrof and his men died. When there were no more breathing bodies, the daemon headed to the beach. 

    Petrof’s ship sat at anchor three hundred paces off shore. The daemon looked at it, then entered the water. Drake learned a valuable lesson the hard way: Daemons do not swim. Stalking back and forth, and growling in frustration, the daemon walked the beach, looking at the ship. And the sailors on the ship looked at it. Finally, the daemon stalked back into the forest.

    * * *

    “What was that, Lamin? What was it?” a man asked the first mate. 

    “I don’t think I want to know. But it couldn’t swim, that’s for sure. It tried, but couldn’t,” Lamin said as he watched the beach. He had been watching for the captain’s return, but now he watched for the creature. 

    “I hope the captain finishes up soon and returns. I’d hate to see them run afoul of that thing,” another man said, giving voice to the thoughts of most of the men who had seen the daemon.

    * * *

    Drake was again human when he found Captain Vidosic and his crew. “Captain, there are only a few men on that ship. We can take it if we’re clever.”

    Captain Vidosic looked at Drake and nodded. “We heard screams from behind us. Petrof and his men are on our trail.”

    Drake nodded, not telling him that they were on the trail in a bunch of pieces. “We can circle back this way, Captain.” Drake led off, circling away from the killing ground. 

    The men on the ship saw a group lead a bound prisoner out of the forest and into one of the boats. The prisoner struggled and fought, but ten on one made him a sure loser. The boat launched from the shore and quickly made its way to the ship.

    “Did you catch Vid, Captain?” the mate yelled, and saw the prisoner again begin struggling. The boat pulled up to the ladder, and Captain Vidosic was hoisted aboard. “Well, Vid, I guess the first thing you’re going to lose is your eyes.”

    The prisoner looked at the mate and smiled. “Wrong again,” he said as his untied hands snapped forward. A knife slid into Lamin’s heart and he died, confused by the turn of events.

    The rest of the Gull’s crew quickly killed the five remaining pirates, throwing their bodies overboard. Drake approached Captain Vidosic. 

    “Well, Captain, it would seem that you have a larger ship now.”

    “Indeed, Laird Drake. And you? What do you have?” the captain asked, looking at the laird questioningly.

    “A story for the fireside, Captain. A very good story for the fireside.”

    * * *

    Servants brought in a meal and served the queen and her guests where they sat. After they had eaten, Saunder asked, “What about the Clan of Amberdrake’s Children? You told us that you didn’t intend for Amber to found it. What was your reaction when you found out?”

    “I learned to make beer and run an inn.”

    “You did?” Rochelle asked in a stunned tone. 

    “Let me tell you about when I tried to go home to Chanders.”


    Adventure 9 A Family Patron?

    AMBERDRAKE FLEW INTO THE DARENDIAN EMPIRE once again. He had been gone from the Empire for fifty years this time, and he was anxious to see the familiar sights of home. He decided to land near Greater Westport. Chanders will wait a few more years until I can go home as a rich man.

    Westport, both Greater and Lesser, sits on the mouth of the Brightslash River where it empties into the Antenian Sea. Greater Westport, the richer side of town, sits on the bluffs overlooking the bay and is home to the city’s upper class, as well as the upscale inns and Trading Houses. Lesser Westport sits at the water’s edge and is home to the common folk, the docks, and the shipping warehouses. 

    Amberdrake was again impersonating a laird, this time calling himself Standral Emverson. I love keeping my father’s name alive. He also loved being a rich laird. “Poverty sucks mud,” as the saying went. He had collected quite a stash of coin over the last few decades. Five hundred Shreverston gold crowns weighed down a sack that he had looped around his neck. The weight was considerable, but for a dragon the size of Amberdrake, not excessive. For a man the size of Standral Emverson, it was all he could manage without a cart. When he magicked his clothes into being, he added extra pockets and pouches to hold all the gold. Still, he would be glad to find a place to lighten his load.

    Entering Greater Westport was an easy task. It was a major trading port, and they were used to strangers. After answering a few cursory questions from the guards at the gates he received directions to an inn that served the minor nobility. The Silver Unicorn Inn was not all that impressive a sight when he first approached it, and he almost passed it by. Then something caught his attention. Attached to the sign, in a corner of the frame, was a gilded carving of a dragon. It was a puzzle he decided to investigate further. I don’t remember ever visiting Greater Westport as Amberdrake.

    The innkeeper, Chanbern Olstenson, explained the carving, and the explanation almost stopped Standral’s heart. “That is a carving of my family’s patron, the dragon Amberdrake. Almost three hundred years ago he rescued one of my ancestors and gave her the means to found our line. The family has twenty inns, all totaled, and we run a minor Trading House from the Empire all the way around the continent to a place called Free Harbor.”

    Standral felt his knees start to go weak. Amber’s children and grandchildren, generation upon generation, and all of them treating me like some kind of family idol. “I need to sit down.”

    Chanbern lightly held his arm and guided him to a table. “Are you well, Laird? Can I get you something? Beer? Ale? Wine?”

    “Yes, please, beer would be fine. I’m just a little tired.” Standral took a few deep breaths. He’d known, way back then, that he was giving Amber a small fortune. He’d wanted it that way. But he hadn’t thought it would last beyond one or two generations.

    Chanbern returned with a beer and placed it on the table in front of him. Without thinking, Standral pulled out a gold crown and tossed it on the table beside the mug. Chanbern stared for a moment, then gingerly picked it up. “Laird, I am going to have to see a money changer to get your return.”

    His words shook Standral loose from the spell that the revelation had put him under. “I’m going to need room and board for a few weeks. Most of that will be yours in the end, and probably more as well.”

    Chanbern blinked again, then smiled. “You will have the best room we have, Laird. By the by, what is your name, sir? You didn’t say when you entered.”

    “I am Standral Emverson, from up around Chanders.” He sipped his beer, and was pleasantly surprised. “This is very good. The best I’ve tasted in a long time.”

    Chanbern’s chest swelled with pride as he said, “My greatest accomplishment is my brewing. That recipe has been handed down for generations, and each generation we manage to find a way to make it a little better.”

    “Well, I don’t see how you could do much better than this. This is truly excellent.” Standral continued to enjoy the beer, and Chanbern excused himself to see to his other customers. 

    Once his surprise began to wear off, Standral noticed something odd. There weren’t many people in the common room. The time of day might explain it, but he had the feeling that there were never very many people here. That, plus the fact that the inn looked rather shabby, was confusing. He decided to stay around for a while and see what was happening.

    One of the serving girls, a buxom lass named Heather, led Standral to his room. He was pleased, though not impressed. The room was not all that big, measuring ten cubits square. Most of the space was taken up by a large bed in the center of the room. What was left was filled with a wardrobe and chest of drawers. Heather hung about for a few moments, but Standral was not in the mood to play games just yet. I have some serious thinking to do. And I have to unburden myself of all this gold. I barely made it up the stairs. He magicked a hiding place into the wall over the bed and deposited all but one hundred and fifty crowns. 

    Chanbern had said that his family owned twenty inns and a trading house. After more than two hundred and seventy-five years, that wasn’t unreasonable. But that they openly displayed the carving of Amberdrake, and claimed him as their family patron, was almost beyond belief.

    Night fell before he ventured out of his room again. The main room of the inn was still surprisingly empty. He began to ask Chanbern why when the answer came through the door. 

    “We warned ya, Chan. We told ya ta close down, or pay up. Ya ain’t closed, so put ta gold on ta table.” The speaker was an emaciated skeleton of a man with a broken nose and a nasal twang to his voice that grated on Standral’s nerves. He was backed by three large men, each dressed and armed like a private guard.

    Chanbern stood straight and tall, facing the man. “I told you, and your boss, that I will not submit to threats. Do you think you can force me out of business? My family has been standing up to peons like you for hundreds of years. Go back to your master, little man.” 

    The scarecrow hissed in anger and snapped his fingers. Two of the men jumped forward to grab Chanbern. Standral didn’t wait to find out what they were planning to do. Seeing the trouble coming, he had stood and cast a spell to freeze the men in their places. Then he calmly walked forward and addressed the little man.

    “Chanbern said he was not going to submit to you. Just exactly what part of ‘piss off’ didn’t you understand?” He moved into a clear space so all of them could see him and began weaving a spell in the air. Filaments of blue power formed into a binding net that held the men tight. Chanbern stood off to the side and watched in fascination as the men that had come to put him out of business were put out of business themselves. 

    Standral gave the men a crooked smile and said, “Now waddle on back to your master and tell him that Chanbern will not submit to him.” He pushed the men toward the door and laughed as they stumbled along.

    “That was unwise, Laird Emverson. Those men work for Grandine, the Ice-Laird. He has been branching out lately, and the protection racket is his newest enterprise.”

    “Those men are going to have a hard time explaining what happened. Those filaments will disappear without a trace in a few moments.” Standral chuckled, then returned to his interrupted meal with Chanbern in close attendance.

    “Laird Standral, thank you. But it won’t do any good. In the end, he will take the Unicorn, legally or illegally. He has already begun buying up debts, and all he really has to do is buy up everything I owe.”

    “What if someone else buys your debts first?” Standral looked Chanbern in the eye when he spoke, and saw a flicker of hope.

    “It would take a rather rich man to do that, Laird Standral. I owe more than sixty gold crowns all totaled.” Chanbern was still hoping, but Standral could see he didn’t really have much hope at all.

    “I think I am about to become an innkeeper,” Standral said as he stood and motioned Chanbern to follow him to his room. Once there, he produced one hundred Shreverston gold crowns. “This should more than cover it, if you are in the market for a partner.”

    Chanbern was standing slack-jawed at the sight of all that gold. “How? I didn’t realize you were so rich, Laird Standral. But why? Why are you willing to help me?”

    “I have a number of reasons, my friend. Some are personal, but the one you should be most aware of is that I hate thieves. All thieves. I have an especially dire hatred of drug lairds. Ice is the greatest scourge to hit these shores in generations.” Something in his face must have convinced Chanbern.

    “Very well, Partner. Welcome the clan of Amberdrake’s Children.” They clasped forearms for a moment. “This calls for a celebration.”

    Chanbern led Standral back to the main room and called for one of the serving girls to bring out a special bottle of wine. When the girl looked at him questioningly, he explained, “Laird Standral Emverson has just bought half of the Silver Unicorn.” The girl’s eyes went wide at that, and she hurried away.

    “She probably thinks you’re a madman, Laird Standral.”

    “She could be right. And please, stop calling me laird. If we’re going to be partners, then familiarity is called for.” Standral smiled and laughed.

    “Very well. This has been quite a day for me. I do have a question or two, if you don’t mind?” When Standral nodded, he continued. “I know you’re a Mage, but what rank are you?”

    “Adept. Perhaps a little beyond. If I had wanted to, I could have destroyed those men with a flick of my finger. Why?”

    “We need new Anti-Pest, Anti-Rot, and Anti-Fire spells. One of Grandine’s threats was to burn me out if I refused. The others are just old.” Chanbern paused as the girl returned. “Standral, this is Athanta. Athanta, this is Laird Standral Emverson.”

    The girl was a pretty little thing, and she smiled warmly at Standral. “Welcome, Laird. Does this mean Grandine is out of luck?”

    Chanbern laughed. “Standral is a Mage, Athanta. We don’t have to worry about Grandine anymore.”

    “In time, no one will have to worry about Grandine, or his people. I told you, I don’t like drug lairds or thieves. In case you were curious, that is where my money came from. Disposing of thieves and cashing in the rewards.” Chanbern’s eyebrows climbed into his hair line as Standral spoke.

    “You prey on thieves? No wonder you have so much money. Some of the biggest thieves have very large prices on their heads.”

    Standral smiled. “Some have very large stashes of money of their own as well. Not all thieves operate in cities. The money I just gave you came from some pirates operating off the Southern Islands. Specifically, One-eyed-Petrof.”

    Chanbern sat back and stared. “One-eyed-Petrof is one of the nastiest pirates there is.”

    “Was.” Standral took a drink of his wine and smiled. “He died about two years ago of an acute stomach ache.”

    “Stomach ache? How could stomach trouble kill a man?” Chanbern asked as he looked at Standral with a strange expression on his face.

    “Two cubits of steel are hard to digest. The rest of his crew got off easier. The sharks were more merciful than I would have been.”

    Chanbern burst out laughing, startling his girls and the few customers that had ventured in. “Stomach ache indeed! Well, that answers that question.”

    * * *

    While Standral and Chanbern were enjoying their new friendship, the skeletal little man was begging for his life. “Laird Grandine, please. There was nothing I could do. The man was a Mage, I tell you. He trussed us up and sent us on our way with magic. There was nothing I could do!”

    “Fool.” Grandine strode around the room, stopping to kick one of the other of the men who were kneeling on his floor when he came within range. “One man, Mage or not, will not stop me.” He turned and snapped his fingers at one of the guards by the door. “Fetch me Shobart.” 

    The man returned within moments with an emaciated man in tattered robes. “You sent for me, Great Laird?” the man asked. His hands trembled visibly with the effects of Ice withdrawal.

    Grandine motioned to a glass dish on his desk. “Steady yourself, Mage.” Shobart didn’t wait for a second invitation. He fell to his knees beside the desk and carefully laid out a line of the drug, then snorted it hastily, lest Grandine change his mind.

    The drug took effect almost immediately and Shobart’s hands quit shaking. “What do you require of me, Great Laird?” he asked in a respectful tone, never taking his eyes off the floor.

    “There is a Mage in the Silver Unicorn. I want him dead.” Grandine waved at the door, dismissing Shobart before he could answer. “There. Now, once this fool who is helping Chanbern is gone, I want that inn burned to the ground, with him inside. A lesson is in order. I will not be defied.” He looked at the men who were still kneeling on his floor. “As for you, I do not tolerate failure.” A flick of his wrist, and the guards by the door ran their swords through the back of each man, killing the weeping skeleton last. “Clean up this mess.” Grandine left the room without looking at the dead men. They were not the first men he’d had killed, and they wouldn’t be the last.

    * * *

    Shobart hobbled quickly toward the Silver Unicorn. Grandine’s generosity was all that kept him alive anymore. Ever since he had let himself believe he could use Ice with impunity because of his magic, he had been tied to the Ice Laird with the unbreakable strings of addiction. The cravings became so bad within two days that he had almost committed suicide several times. Grandine controlled his supply, and in turn controlled him.

    The Silver Unicorn was not a far walk, and soon he was bracing himself for the confrontation. He was an Adept, even weakened as he was, and only another Adept could stand against him. Chanbern didn’t have the resources to hire much more than an Apprentice or Journeyman. This shouldn’t take long, and then Laird Grandine will reward me. He always has.

    * * *

    Standral felt the presence of the other Mage almost immediately. His head came up like a hound scenting the breeze and he said, “Trouble! There is another Mage here. Another Adept. Get your heads down, this could be messy.” Taking a defensive stance, he readied himself. 

    Shobart attacked the inn itself first, blasting at the walls with bolts of pure red energy. Standral countered with shields of green energy, canceling out the effects of Shobart’s bolts. Shobart screamed in fury as his attack failed. He was sure he was more powerful than any other Mage in Greater Westport, or the surrounding area. Chanbern couldn’t have hired a more powerful Mage. He simply couldn’t have.

    Standral went on the attack as soon as Shobart faltered. A swirling blue nimbus of magical energy swept out of the inn doors and began circling Shobart. It was a technique that required a powerful Mage who was in complete control of himself and his environment. Shobart began to fear he had met his match. The only Mage he had ever seen who could control the Vortex was his Master. He built up a store of energy and finally let it go, striking the Vortex in its center. It should have broken apart, but it absorbed the energy and got stronger instead. Then it expanded and engulfed him.

    Standral walked out of the Unicorn to find the body of the other Mage twisted about and lying in the street. The Vortex could twist rock or steel. A human body was nothing to it, and it had wrung the blood out of Shobart like water from a towel. Standral shook his head slowly and said, “That was unfortunate. I had hoped not to kill many people while I was here.” 

    The City Guard, responding to the magical duel, came running up and stopped short. “Who are you?” the leader demanded. He had become used to finding Shobart standing over some poor fool who had dared to defy Grandine. Finding one of those fools standing over Shobart was a shock.

    Chanbern hurried forward and said, “This is my new partner, Sergeant Granlef. He is a Laird, and an Adept. Laird Standral Emverson, this is Sergeant Renlor Granlef of the City Guard. Renlor used to be a regular,” he turned a look on the man, who blushed, “but the trouble with Grandine drove him away.”

    Standral smiled. “I am pleased to meet you, Sergeant. Do you know this pitiful fool?”

    Hearing someone call Shobart “pitiful” was a shock to the sergeant and his men. “He is Adept Shobart. He got hooked on Ice, and Grandine grabbed him. He’s been Grandine’s enforcer for over two years. It is quite a surprise to find him dead in the street for a change. Laird Emverson, was it?” When Standral nodded, he continued. “Welcome to Westport.”

    Standral laughed. “Thank you. I will warn you that there is likely to be trouble concerning Grandine and his thugs. I have a very low tolerance for being attacked. Grandine is going to find me an exceptionally dangerous enemy.”  

    “So I see. Well, men, pick him up and let’s go. I can’t wait until Captain Derantis sees this.” The Guards walked away laughing and joking with Shobart’s body slung in a blanket between them.

    Standral turned to Chanbern, who was laughing as well. “What was that all about?”

    “Captain Derantis lost his family to a fire that Shobart set to punish an innkeeper who’d defied Grandine. The fire almost gutted the entire square because Shobart canceled all the Anti-Fire spells and kept the fire crew away. I suspect that you have just made a very powerful friend in the Captain.” 

    Chanbern led the way back inside and closed the door. “There doesn’t seem to be much damage to the inn. Tomorrow, I will pay off all our debts and arrange for some carpenters to come and fix things up. Now that I don’t have to worry about Grandine, I am going to do some things that have needed doing for a long time.”

    * * *

    Captain Derantis sat in his chair after hearing the news, weeping with joy. “Dead. Finally dead. After all this time, and so many dead bodies, he met his match. Who did you say this Mage is?”

    Sergeant Granlef handed his captain a mug of ale. The captain had lost a part of his heart when his children had died, and had not laughed or smiled since. Now, he was going to make up for lost time. Grandine’s immunity had been in a large part based on Shobart’s abilities. 

    “Standral Emverson. He is a Laird from someplace. I didn’t ask where. He’s staying at the Silver Unicorn, and Chanbern said he was his new partner. Laird Emverson also said that we could expect trouble between him and Grandine.” The sergeant paused to smile. “I don’t think Grandine is going to like what is coming his way.”

    The captain started laughing, softly at first, but he was soon rolling about in his chair. Grandine was indeed not going to like what was coming his way. Not in the least.

    * * *

    The trouble for Grandine began early the next morning. News of Shobart’s defeat and death had spread, as well as news of Chanbern’s refusal to pay the drug laird protection money. Men who had already started paying decided that without the Mage, Grandine was nothing but a minor threat. 

    The City Guard made the biggest inroads into Grandine’s empire. They had, one and all, been frightened by the power Grandine was wielding in the city. Even the Lairds, High and Low, were frightened of the consequences of opposing such a powerful and remorseless enemy. But not any longer.

    Captain Derantis had been told the location of Grandine’s headquarters long ago, but fear of Shobart had kept his men away. Now they planned an attack. Armor was distributed, and each man was armed with a sword or ax, along with five daggers that could be used and left in the bodies of the dead and dying. A battering ram was brought out of storage and carefully rebound. 

    The guards at Grandine’s headquarters had never faced any real opposition before, and the sight of fifty armed and armored men marching down the street toward them left many of them weak with fear. No one stood up to Grandine. No one dared.

    The men carrying the battering ram broke into a run when they were thirty feet from the door. They needn’t have bothered. No one had thought to bar the doors, and they flew open at the first impact of the ram. Dropping the ram, they joined their comrades in subduing those inside while the captain and sergeants searched for Grandine. He had fled, but he had no one to turn to. 

    Captain Derantis found Grandine cowering behind a heap of trash in the alley behind his “fortress”. “Well, Grandine, it would seem that you are out of business.” Captain Derantis said as he smiled, and the look in his eyes warned Grandine that he was in real trouble.

    “I can make you rich. I have money, and friends. I can give you anything you want.” Grandine was trying desperately to find a way out, but he didn’t know who he was dealing with. 

    “Anything? And what would you get in return?” 

    “My freedom. Say you couldn’t find me. If you arrest me, they’ll hang me. I know it, and you know it. Just think of how much I can give you.” Grandine thought that he saw a glimmer in the captain’s eyes. “Yes, just think of it.”

    “Can you give me back my wife and children?” At the look of incomprehension that crossed Grandine’s face, he swung his sword, beheading the Ice Laird like a common thief. 

    Sergeant Granlef and two others found their captain calmly dismembering the corpse. Common superstition held that if all your body parts were not burned together, then you would never be whole the afterlife. They waited until the body was rendered into ten parts, then led their captain back to the barracks while others took the parts and threw them into the harbor with the sewage.

    * * *

    Word of Grandine’s death spread quickly. The next day, Prince Tambert called for a day of celebration, though not all were happy about Grandine’s demise. Hundreds of Ice addicts were already feeling the pinch of withdrawal. Hundreds more would soon join them. While withdrawal was not often fatal, it was always painful.

    At the Silver Unicorn, Standral and Chanbern greeted the news with amusement. “Well, he got what he deserved. Three cheers to the captain and his guards. And to you, Standral.” Chanbern raised a glass to his partner, and Standral bowed in his seat.

    “Thank you. Now, to business. If I am going to be a partner, then I need to know how to run an inn. And you, my friend, are going to have to teach me.”

    Chanbern took Standral at his word and began teaching him the trade of innkeeper. “The first thing you have to remember is that the customer is always right. The second thing to remember is that if the customer is wrong, refer to the first thing.”

    “Don’t make them mad. Right.” Standral was nodding as Chanbern went over the operation of the inn point by point. 

    “This is, or was, a very upscale inn. The lairds were our main guests, with major traders making up the rest. Now that the threat from Grandine is gone, I expect our customers to come back. We have to be ready for them. The first thing we have to do is start brewing. I brew all our beer and ale, and a cousin is the vintner. And by cousin, I mean a member of the clan. I will be teaching you the family recipes, so pay attention. They are not written down anyplace. Every recipe is passed down, father to son or daughter, generation upon generation.”

    Standral was surprised by that revelation, though not greatly so. After all, these were Amber’s descendants. “Very well. The secret will be safe with me. I have a few of my own to keep as well.” Standral smiled, and Chanbern laughed.

    “I imagine you do. I imagine that you do indeed. I will also teach you our accounting method. It is a little different from what most inns use, and much different than most Trading Houses, but it is used by all our clan. Any of my cousins could walk in here and look over our books and know exactly what we have, but to most it just looks sloppy. That is to keep thieves out of our business. And not just the thieves that come in through the window late at night. We have more than our share of crooked tax collectors here.” Chanbern had retrieved a book and proceeded to show Standral the intricacies of keeping what was theirs.

    * * *

    Weeks passed as Standral learned the innkeeper’s trade. Chanbern was patient with him, and he soon began to see the reason behind many of the things that Chanbern did. Nothing was left to chance, though some things did not work out the way they were supposed to. An example of Fate sticking its nose into their business came when Prince Tambert visited.

    A liveried guard had flung the doors wide and shouted over the noise that filled the main room, “All rise for His Highness, Prince Tambert.” Prince Tambert entered and waved a limp hand at the crowd. 

    “You may be seated.” He spoke in a bored tone and looked lazily around the room. Standral was serving a customer when the guard had burst in, and had almost blasted the man. Now he returned to his business, ignoring the disturbance.

    The guard approached Standral and tapped him on the shoulder. “You, fetch your master.”

    Standral looked at him, then calmly walked to the kitchen and summoned Chanbern. Chanbern came into the main room and immediately approached the prince. “How may I be of service, Prince Tambert?” he asked as he went to his knees.

    “You are the Mage?” The prince’s disbelief was clear in his voice and the look on his face.

    “No, Prince Tambert.” He turned to Standral and motioned him forward. “This is Laird Adept Standral Emverson.” He stepped aside to clear the way for the prince to examine Standral closely.

    “You? A servant?” the prince snorted derisively. “You are no Mage.”

    Drake Standralson had never liked being spoken down to or lightly dismissed, and Amberdrake absolutely wouldn’t stand for it. Standral simply raised an eyebrow, then flared into bright golden light. The prince and everyone present covered their eyes and ducked away, fearing the worst. When the light faded, Standral was standing exactly where he had been, only he was dressed in flowing robes of shimmering gold and amber. 

    “Is this what you expected, Prince Tambert?” he asked as a polite smile curved his lips. 

    The prince stared in disbelief. “You really are the Mage. Well, you certainly make a show of it when you choose to. I wish to retain you as my Court Mage.”

    Standral continued to smile as he shook his head. “Thank you, Prince Tambert, but I must decline. I have held such a position before, in Cambric, and found it not to my liking. I am too much a free spirit to be happy as a servant, even a high placed servant.”

    “You misunderstand. You have no choice. You will be my Court Mage. Present yourself at my palace in the morning.” The prince was looking down his nose at Standral, clearly expecting him to submit quietly.

    “I decline the offer, Prince Tambert. You will find me very hard to coerce, and it will be to your sorrow if you should try. As I said, I am very much a free spirit. If it becomes necessary, I will simply leave your city.” Standral was enjoying himself. Princes like Tambert always annoy me.

    The leader of the guards stepped forward and drew his sword. “You will do as you are commanded, or pay the price of disobedience.”

    Standral simply looked at the man, then burst into light again. When the light faded the guard was not facing Standral Emverson. Eight cubits of glistening black chitin covered a nightmare of teeth and claws. The daemon stood balanced on its hind legs, looking the guard’s captain in the eye. Screams erupted throughout the room as patrons scrambled to escape. The guard stood transfixed as the daemon grasped him by the throat and lifted him from the floor with one clawed hand. 

    “Do not try me, little man. I have destroyed armies with joy. Your sword is nothing to me, as are your threats.” Dropping the man, he again transformed, this time back to the robed Mage. “I will do as I please.”

    Prince Tambert had staggered back against the wall when Standral had transformed into the daemon. He didn’t know what it was, but there is an instinctual terror of daemons deep in the heart of all humans. He had never been truly frightened before, but facing such a being was almost more than he could bear. 

    “Out! Quickly!” he shouted as he ran for the door. Once clear of the building, he turned to his guards. “Post a notice to all guards. That man, or whatever he is, is not to be molested.” The prince’s wide, frightened eyes were mirrored by the leader of the guards.

    “Laird Prince, what was that?”

    “I don’t want to know. But that must be the most powerful Mage in the Empire. Don’t do anything to disturb him. I don’t want him angered.” Prince Tambert boarded his coach and told the driver to leave as fast as the horses would go. He wanted as much space between himself and the Mage as he could get.

    In the Silver Unicorn, Chanbern was looking at Standral with concern. “Was that an illusion, or the real thing?”

    “The real thing. I can, and occasionally do, become a daemon. Some thieves, like the prince, need more convincing than others.”

    “Yes. Very well. You certainly are full of surprises.” He looked about the main room and sighed. “I just hope you didn’t scare all of our customers away.”

    “I think most will be back. Most of them knew I was a Mage. It was just a surprise to see a daemon at supper.” Standral laughed, and that, more than his words, set Chanbern at ease.

    The next night the main room was packed with more people than it would hold. “See. What did I tell you?” Standral asked. He was slightly out of breath after running orders for half of the night.

    “We have never had this many people here. Where did they all come from?” Chanbern was as tired as Standral. Heather and Athanta had not sat down all night, and each had had to turn down a dozen propositions because they could not get away. 

    Standral laughed. “I suspect they are here to see if I get into any more trouble. That scene with Prince Tambert was an attention getter.” Standral went to see to another customer, and Chanbern watched him go with a puzzled frown. How long will this last?

    Over the next two weeks the crowd continued. Chanbern decided, with Standral concurring, that they needed more help. 

    “The problem is where to get the price of a few decent indentured servants.”

    Standral laughed. “Chan, I didn’t give you all of my gold. We have the resources.”

    Standral and Chanbern interviewed a number of young women, and a few young men, who had been seized or offered to cover debts. They settled on three young women who had been seized for relatively minor amounts.

    E’tha was from the Kingdom of Zammar. Her deep blue eyes and platinum blond hair were so striking that Standral was momentarily taken back by her beauty. She had been a slave of a trader who had run afoul of Grandine. When Grandine killed her master, she was freed. But being free and having the means to live are two different things. People were free to starve in the Darendian Empire. She had been seized for the price of two meals. She was sold off because she was totally unmanageable, according to the man who had made the mistake of seizing her. She cost them three silver crowns, to cover the damage she had done.

    Morana was a plain, average girl from the surrounding countryside. Her father had offered her as collateral for a bison cow. She was a good hand in the kitchen, and had a very strong aversion to bed games and beer. Strange for a country girl, but good for the inn. She cost a gold crown.

    The third was Sinsa. She was young, only thirteen, and had been taken from her family by a trader who had sold them an iron stove. When they could not make payment, the girl was deemed to be of equal worth. Five silver crowns secured her, and Standral suggested to the trader that it would be a good idea if he stayed away from the Unicorn. The girl reminded him of Lissett, and that memory was fresh in the dragon’s mind.

    The Silver Unicorn became a much more popular place with the addition of the extra girls. Standral liked it better as well. E’tha was exotic, even to someone as well traveled as he was. She was also skilled in a number of ways.

    The most exotic of her skills came to light when a drunken merchant grabbed Sinsa. Before Standral or Chanbern could act, E’tha had removed the man’s hands from the girl and thrown him over her shoulder. When he landed, she was on him, holding her hand to his throat. 

    She said, “Do not do that again,” in a cold, inflectionless voice that silenced the man and his friends. Standral walked up beside her and motioned for her to let him up.

    Merchant Perit came up from the floor cursing and sputtering. “That wench assaulted me! I demand to know what sort of punishment she’s going to receive,” he almost shouted. 

    Standral looked him in the eye and said softly, “None.”

    “But she assaulted me! You saw it.” The merchant was indignant that Standral was not going to flay the girl.

    “You will leave, and not return, Merchant. It is not the policy of the Unicorn to allow men to rape our servers.” He looked up and addressed the rest of the crowd. “The girls are not to be abused. Any who cause harm or seek to cause harm to one of our staff, will face me.” His stance and voice, plus the memory of what had happened to Prince Tambert, caused several of the men in the room to suddenly remember that they had to be elsewhere. Others, including the few ladies present, nodded their approval. 

    The merchant and his friends left, grumbling all the way. Once they were gone, Standral turned to E’tha. “You are of the Silent Clan?” he asked in Zamarian.

    She nodded and answered in the same language. “I am of the Silent Ones. You know of my family?”

    “I do. I most certainly do.” Switching back to Darendian, he continued. “You acted in Sinsa’s defense. Thank you. Return to your duties.” He turned his back on her, though he had some misgivings. Assassins. Damn, it makes me nervous having her behind me.

    Sinsa was standing with her back against the wall, staring wide eyed at Standral. “Are you all right. Sinsa?”

    “Master Standral, what happened? Why did he do that?” She was a virgin, and she had never been touched like that before.

    “Don’t let it concern you, Sinsa. He won’t bother you like that again. No one here will.” He patted her shoulder and directed her back to her work. 

    Chanbern cornered Standral that night. “I told you, the customer is always right. Because of that scene with Merchant Perit, we may lose the merchants as customers. There are better ways of handling unruly drunks.”

    “Chanbern,” Standral’s voice was almost inflectionless, “long ago I witnessed a young girl being raped. She was only fourteen. I will tear the shaft off any rapist I catch and shove it up his trap.”

    Chanbern stopped what he was about to say. “If that is the way you feel, then so be it. But be careful what you do out there. Our livelihood is tied to those customers. If they are not happy here, or feel uncomfortable, then they will not come back.”

    “We don’t want some of them back. Someday, I will tell you my story. Not soon, mind you. There is much about me that you cannot know. Things that no living human can know.”

    “You say human like you aren’t one of us. What are you, Standral? Where did you come from?” Chanbern was afraid of the answer, but had to ask the question anyway.

    “Originally? I was born in Chanders, the eldest son in a clan of a wool weavers. I have traveled a great deal, pursuing my chosen task of ridding the world of at least some of its bandits. I have seen the Eastern Sea, climbed the Mountains of Sorrow, seen sights that would stop your heart with their beauty. I have killed men and beasts, and loved a hundred women in a hundred towns.”

    Chanbern was still unsure. “And what of that creature, that daemon you can become?”

    Standral laughed. “I only become the daemon when I am going against great odds. Something happens to me when I take that form. Daemons enjoy killing. I don’t.”

    Chanbern had to be satisfied with that answer, though he was still unsure of his partner. 

    * * *

    Weeks turned into months as the Unicorn flourished. Standral worked diligently as an innkeeper, as well as a Mage. He brought in a great deal of extra cash by invoking powerful spells against fire, rot, and pests. Eventually, he felt the need to travel around a bit. Not as Amberdrake, but still as Standral Emverson, or Drake Standralson. The clientele of the Unicorn had settled down after almost a year of continuous harmony. The lack of an Ice-Laird was making life in Greater Westport better, and the presence of Standral kept anyone from trying to set themselves up in Grandine’s vacant place.

    “Chanbern, I need to get out and about. I never have been one to let moss grow under my feet. I will be back, or at least in touch, every moon or so.” Standral was packing his things as he spoke.

    “I can’t like it, but I guess I understand. With the girls and your reputation, our customers have come back, and with them more. Come back when you can.” Chanbern shook hands with his partner, then returned to his duties. 

    Standral rode out of the city gates on a fine white gelding. His saddlebags were full of gold and silver, and he was dressed as a successful man. On his saddle was a depiction of Amberdrake, an addition of Chanbern’s. 

    “It will let the rest of the clan know who you are without you having to do or say anything.”

    His destination was Chanders. After almost three hundred years, he was going home. The trip was unremarkable, and he arrived after fifteen days of easy travel. Chanders was still a small city, but it bore little resemblance to the city that he had last seen. The city walls he remembered were far from the edge of the city now. He rode slowly, looking at the city that had grown from the town he remembered. It must have tripled in size. 

    Twisting, turning roads led through a haphazard collection of buildings. Inns sat beside warehouses, homes hid in the shadow of mansions, tanners sat beside slaughterhouses. Standral was unsure of the direction he was traveling after a time. Then the gates came into view. They were not the gates he remembered. These were decorated with a carving of Amberdrake. When he asked the obvious question, the guard looked at him like he was an idiot. 

    “Haven’t you ever heard the story of how we were attacked by the dragon, and he tore the old gates loose?”

    “Obviously not, or I would not be asking.” Standral let a little annoyance creep into his voice. 

    “Well, the dragon came in the wake of the War of the Gods, and attacked the city. He was driven off by a team of Magi, and went away. The gates commemorate our victory.” The guard was very proud of that, and Standral didn’t have the heart to correct him. 

    “I am Laird Drake Standralson, up from Westport. Where is a good inn?” He was looking past the gates, but the guard directed him back the way that he had come. 

    “The inns are all back that way, Laird. Only the resident lairds and their guests can enter the inner-city.” The man was deferential, but it was clear that he was not going to let Standral, now Drake, into the inner-city.

    Drake nodded and turned his horse around. He would see the place of his birth soon enough. For now, he needed a place to stay. A nice place. Riding out the way he’d come in, he went to the first decent looking inn that he saw.

    The Crooked Tree was an impressive inn, even by Drake’s standards. Two storied, with a separate stable and yard, the windows all appeared to have real glass in them. Drake was met as he entered the stable yard by a young man in what appeared to be a servant’s uniform. 

    “May I take your horse, Laird?”

    Drake nodded and dismounted, then watched as the young man quickly and expertly stripped the animal. When he reached the saddlebags, he paused at the weight. “I’ll take those, thank you.” Drake relieved the man of his burden and flipped him a silver, then went into the inn, confident that the young man would take good care of his horse.

    Inside the inn, he was met by the innkeeper. “Welcome, good sir. Welcome to the Crooked Tree. How may I be of service?” He was a large man with iron gray hair and hazel eyes.

    “I am Laird Drake Standralson, from Greater Westport. I will be needing a room for quite some time.” He fished a gold Empire crown from his belt pouch and tossed it to the innkeeper. “When this runs out, come see me.” He was looking about the room curiously. The Crooked Tree had a round main room, with two wings set off at angles. 

    “Welcome, Laird Drake. Welcome. I am Bandar Wensterson, owner of the Crooked Tree. Please, come this way.” He led Drake upstairs to the second floor of the south wing. A door opened to the twisting of a key, and Bandar stepped aside to let him enter.

    Drake was impressed by the size of the room, and its furnishings. This was obviously a room reserved for the best of the Tree’s clients. The room was an easy fifteen cubits wide, and ten deep. A large curtained bed with a down comforter and carved posts was the centerpiece, while the rest of the room was appointed as a laird’s bedchamber. Desk, table and chairs, wardrobe, chest of drawers, and side tables were all made of matching cherry wood. 

    “This will do nicely. How long will that crown last?”

    “The room is fifty sparks a night, Laird Drake. This will hold you twenty days. There are less expensive rooms available, if that is your wish.” Bandar was quite serious of manner, and Drake was curious to see his reaction when he accepted his price. 

    “Very well, here are three more crowns.” He fished out the mentioned coins before continuing. “I expect that meals are included?”

    Bandar was suddenly not so serious. “Oh, yes, of course. And anything you wish to drink as well. Yes indeed.” 

    Drake nodded, then turned away. He heard Bandar leave, then laid back on the bed. He was finally home. But home is not here anymore. The first order of business is to find out if I still have any family here. Out of six children, at least one line should have continued.

    Drake ate and drank that night in celebration. A buxom lass shared his bed, and went away with a smile and a silver crown for her exertions.

    Morning found Drake again at the gates, but with a definite destination in mind. The City Registry would tell him the story of his family. In the city seat he found the records of the city that stretched back to the founding. The family of Standral Emverson was not an important one, but he found his father and mother, his brothers and sisters, even himself. Hm, died when the War of the Gods came to Chanders. At least it doesn’t say I stupidly ran out cheering. Not my brightest moment. Page upon page showed him the progress of his line. Then the plague had come. One hundred and thirty years after his birth, the family of Standral Emverson died out, along with two-thirds of the population of the city. They’re gone. Every last man, woman and child who shared my blood died of the Blue Pandemic. 

    Stumping his way back to the Crooked Tree, Drake returned to his room and sulked. Almost three hundred years separated him from his mother and father, but he had hoped to find a least some of their descendants. Some continuation of his family that he could associate himself with. But they were gone, dust in the soil of their birth. A serving girl brought him his meal in his room, but he didn’t eat. He couldn’t eat. Finding out that he was alone had stolen his appetite.

    Drake spent two days sulking in his room before he finally snapped out of it. It was far too late to grieve. More than a century and a half separated him from his last living relative. The time has come to rejoin the living.

    Drake began by exploring the city, both physically and mentally. He found that Chanders had become a very cosmopolitan place. High Laird Newberry Shanbelson ruled the city loosely. The Council of Lairds made suggestions, and he approved them. If they worked, he claimed credit. If they failed, he passed on the blame to the council. Drake used his gold sparingly and purchased a piece of a number of small businesses. Among them was a competing inn, the Stooping Falcon.

    The Falcon was run by a degenerate named Lervin Janderson. He did not walk so much as waddle, being a grotesquely fat little man. Sparse hair topped his skull, and his eyes had an unhealthy cast to them. He was not happy about Drake buying up his debts, but had no choice in the matter. The Moneychangers were happy to see him off their rolls, and Drake got a good deal because of the long standing of some of the debts.

    Lervin did not so much greet Drake as he entered the Falcon as confront him. “Well, Laird Standralson, what have you done to me? I have been making my payments on time. Why did you buy up my debts? They don’t total the three-fifths of the value of the Falcon that you would have to own to take it away from me.” He was being belligerent, which didn’t bother Drake. After all, a belligerent little fat man was nothing to worry about.

    “I bought your debts because the Falcon is doing so well, and I want a part of it. I am going to be a silent partner, whether you like it or not. I may not own three-fifths of the Stooping Falcon, but I do own almost half.” Drake kept his eyes and voice controlled and cool. After all, Lervin was his partner now.

    Lervin looked him up and down, then sneered. “What do you know of running an inn?”

    “Enough. The first thing I’m going to do is brew up a batch of good ale. This mule-piss is fine for the common folk, but I want lairds to come in here.” Lervin bristled when Drake called his ale mule-piss, but kept his mouth closed. After all, he knew he wasn’t the best brewer in the city.

    Drake kept his room in the Crooked Tree. It was by far superior to any in the Stooping Falcon, and he was getting used to comfort. He also didn’t have to worry about Lervin poisoning him.

    In the ensuing weeks, Drake began brewing thirty casks of the Amberdrake Clan’s ale. He kept his promise and did not let Lervin in on the secret. This annoyed Lervin, but there was nothing he could do about it. Once he tasted the ale, he stopped complaining. His own brew was given a secondary place, while Drake’s brew began drawing more customers.

    The other investments that Drake had made were bearing fruit as well. His monetary support of a wool trader brought him into contact with the upper class in Chanders. Chanders had become a major supplier in the wool market, and the most powerful lairds were old wool merchant families who had bought their nobility. It was on an excursion to the Wool Traders Guildhall that he encountered Lady Danlin Shreversdaughter. 

    “Good Day, Laird Drake,” she said as she smiled at him. Danlin was an extraordinary pretty young woman with a very generous bosom. “Are you here to buy more of our business?”

    Drake gave the girl a formal half bow. “No, Lady Danlin. I own quite enough. I have come to see how the business is doing. After all, I did tie up nearly fifty gold crowns in wool. It seems prudent to me to keep an eye on things.” Drake smiled and let his eyes drift down to her breasts.

    Danlin saw the direction of his gaze and smiled thinly. She took a deep breath, causing her breasts to rise. “We are very happy to have you with us, Laird Drake. Please come this way.” She led him to her father’s office and poured him a drink.

    Laird Shrever Fonbarson entered the room after Drake had been seated. “Ah, Laird Drake. Come to see us again so soon. Is something wrong?” Laird Fonbarson poured himself a drink and seated himself at his desk.

    “No, I just like to keep an eye on things. How is trade?”

    “Oh, fine. Just fine. Our herd is well into its second shearing. We also have the opportunity to buy all of the wool from Laird Willowby’s herd.” Laird Shrever was no happier about Drake’s presence than his daughter, though he hid it better.

    Drake nodded and stood, forcing Laird Shrever to stand again. “Very well. I think I can leave things in your capable hands for now. I will check with you later in the moon. Good day.” He turned and left, not bothering to wait for an escort.

    “Daddy, that insolent bastard has no business being in our business.” Danlin sat heavily in the chair that Drake had so recently vacated.

    “No, he does not. But what could I do? He had the gold ready at hand when I needed the extra capital. Should I have turned him down?” Laird Shrever got up and poured himself and his daughter another drink. “He is spreading himself thin. I learned today that he has been buying little bits and pieces of businesses throughout the city.”

    “So what is he up to? Daddy, do you think I should try and find out? I can go see him at his inn.” Danlin sounded slightly out of breath as she spoke, and that told her father all he needed to know.

    “Very well. But be careful. I have a feeling that we do not know all there is to know about young Laird Drake.”

    Danlin visited the Stooping Falcon first, only to be directed to the Crooked Tree. This puzzled her. Why would he be staying at an inn that he doesn’t own a piece of? Her answer came when she saw his room. 

    “Laird Drake, this is an impressive room. Very impressive.” She was walking about, trailing her gloved fingers along the furniture. “I see now why you stay here instead of the Falcon.”

    “Yes. It’s unfortunate that the Falcon only has one really good room. Lervin has that one, so I stay here. Now, what can I do for you, Lady Danlin?” Drake was seated by the fire, and she came over to his side.

    “We can talk later,” she said as she pulled him to his feet and kissed him. “For now, we have more important things to do.” She stopped his reply with a kiss that lasted for several minutes. 

    Drake had the idea and led her to his bed. Her clothes slid away to reveal that she was nude under the silky dress. Drake gazed appreciatively at her large, full breasts, then bent over and gently sucked her nipples erect. 

    Danlin’s breathing became deeper and faster as Drake used over two hundred and seventy-five years of experience to bring her to readiness. When he laid her on the bed, she was so anxious to have him that she was almost panting. When he entered her, she arched her back and mewled like a cat. They both reached their climax in moments, and lay together in a limp, boneless pose on his bedcover.

    “Laird Drake, we are going to be great friends. Very great friends,” Danlin whispered as she began to recover.

    “I hope so. If that is what you do to your friends, I want to be among the best of them.” Drake was still spent, his muscles quivering with reaction.

    “You are, dear man. You are definitely the best of them.” Danlin reached out a hand and grabbed a bottle of wine. “Here is to new friends.” She upended the bottle, then passed it to Drake.

    After he drank to their new friendship, she disengaged herself and sat up. “Drake, this is not the only reason for my coming to you. I have a proposal that I want you to consider. This is my project, not my father’s, so please don’t mention it to him.” At his nod, she continued.	

    “I want to start buying more of the wool trade. We control almost twenty percent as of your acquisition. I want half, or more of it. I want to be able to set wool prices, and that requires a majority. If we control fifty percent or more, then we control it all. And I want to control it all.” The light in her eyes was very much like the light in her eyes when they were making love.

    “And what does this have to do with me? I have already bought my share of the wool market.” Drake was always lethargic after sex, but that lethargy did not extent to his brain.

    “You are going to help me.”

    * * *

    Six months after he had gone to Chanders, Drake returned to Greater Westport. Chanbern greeted him when he entered the Unicorn. “Well, you did come back. I was beginning to worry.”

    Standral laughed. He had to remember that he was not Drake while he was here. “Of course I came back. I have an investment here to check on. How has business been?”

    Chanbern led him back inside and pointed. There were no more than five empty chairs. “See for yourself. I’ve had to get more help. There are three more girls now.”

    “Impressive. I have a few surprises as well, but they will wait. I need a bath and a bed. Is either available?”

    “The bath is, but the bed will have to be aired. Just a moment.” He whistled a shrill tune and E’tha appeared. 

    “Laird Standral, welcome back. Yes, Master Chan?”

    “Standral needs a room. Freshen up something for him.” He turned to Standral as E’tha left in a hurry. “E’tha is my assistant now. She paid off quickly, mostly due to her skill and enthusiasm in bed. She is quite sought after, and apparently worth every spark she charges.”

    “Yes, I imagine she is.” He’d played bed-games with a Silent Clan assassin once before and lived through it.

    “So, tell the tale, Standral. What have you been doing?” Chanbern was openly curious and made it obvious that he was not going to let Standral get any rest until he was brought up to date.

    “Well, to begin, I have bought into the wool trade in Chanders, as well as several other businesses. I own half of the Stooping Falcon Inn, and have made a name for myself as a brewer, thanks to you and the family recipe.” He paused as E’tha returned. “Thank you, E’tha, and congratulations. I understand you paid off rather quickly.”

    “Yes, Laird Standral.” E’tha left hurriedly and returned to her duties. 

    “I’ve been keeping busy counting sheep and making ale for the most part, with an occasional foray into some other business. I have a fifth of a cartage company, and find that I’m paying myself to haul my own freight. It gets confusing on occasion.”

    “And what is the occasion for your visit back here?” Chanbern was trying to be subtle, but Standral got the message. 

    “Winter. I figure I can spend six months here, six months there. That way I don’t wear out my welcome as fast.” He smiled and laughed, starting Chanbern laughing as well.

    “You don’t wear out your welcome. I will give you that. But what of the other inn? What is the name?”

    “The Stooping Falcon. It’s owned by a scoundrel named Lervin, and he’s none too happy about my buying up his debts. He wants to buy me out, but I’m not going to let him. I like having an inn or two.” Standral smiled, and Chanbern returned the smile.

    Standral spent the winter months learning more from Chanbern. Running an inn through the slow cold season took a special touch. Chanbern had that touch, and their menu changed to reflect it. Hotter dishes, and more hot drinks were added to the menu. Beer and ale were still available, but mulled wine and makanin-spiced apple jack were the most popular drinks.

    Standral learned something new almost every day. He applied some of the things he had learned in Chanders to his business in Westport, and found that he was at an advantage in many cases just because he was willing to do things in a new way. His fortune grew daily, and it wasn’t long before he began buying into shipping and trading houses. He also bought into the wool and cotton trade in Westport, supplementing his income from wool in Chanders and in one case putting himself in competition with Drake Standralson. As spring once again came, he made plans to go to Chanders. 

    “Chanbern, I leave the Unicorn in your hands. You are still better than I will ever be. I will send messages when there is news.” Standral clasped hands with his partner, then rode away.

    E’tha stood beside Chanbern and sighed. “Will he come back, Master Chan?”

    “I hope so, E’tha. I hope so.”

    * * *

    Back in Chanders, Drake was not greeted with open arms by Lervin. “Well, you came back.”

    “Of course, Lervin. You didn’t think I would just die and leave you with the Falcon all to yourself, did you?” Drake was enjoying himself. He didn’t like Lervin any more than Lervin liked him.

    Drake left the Falcon to visit Lady Danlin. “Danny, I have good news. I was able to buy up more of the wool trade in Westport. That gives me a good fifth of the market.” 

    “What?!” Danlin sat heavily on her chair. “You went behind my back and bought more wool? Why? And what do you mean that you own one fifth of the wool. Don’t you mean we own one fifth?”

    “No. I own one fifth of the wool trade. What I own with you is less than one fifth, and I only own thirty percent of that. I am talking about my personal holdings.” Drake had a cold edge to his voice, and Danlin saw that he needed to be convinced that she should be included in his assessment of his holdings. 

    “Now, Drake, don’t be that way,” she purred. “We are partners, after all.”

    “Yes, we are. But that does not give you automatic access to all my holdings. Only those that we hold in common.” Drake was not as easily influenced as Danlin thought him to be, nor was he as young. Not nearly so young.

    Danlin’s eyes flashed and hardened for a moment, then softened again. “We will have to do something about that, now won’t we.” Her arms slid around his neck and she pulled him down into a kiss. “You aren’t trying to keep me out, now are you? I thought we had a satisfactory arrangement.”

    “Quite satisfactory, Danlin. But we are talking about business, not pleasure.” 

    “They are the same thing for me. Business is a pleasure, and pleasure is a business.” She smiled deeply at her play on words, but Drake wasn’t buying it.

    * * *

    Drake spent the summer months consolidating his holdings and brewing beer and ale. Lervin welcomed that, at least. The Stooping Falcon was becoming a much more popular place while Drake was brewing, and Bandar started talking about a partnership. 

    “Laird Drake, I have a proposition for you. Let’s combine our talents and see if we can come up with a better beer than either of us make alone. I have some ideas, and I am sure you and I can reach some agreement.” Bandar was seated at his favorite table in the Crooked Tree’s main room. 

    Drake nodded. “Yes, the ale you brew has a very distinctive flavor. But the recipe that I am using has spent generations being perfected, and is not mine to give away. I hope you understand.”

    “Oh, I do. I do. But if we create something entirely different, based on your recipe and mine, then we will both be better off.”

    Drake considered this for a time, then nodded. “Very well. When do we start?”

    “Right now.”

    Bandar and Drake spent most of the summer trying out small batches of their experimental beer. They kept careful notes, and found a recipe that was all they could hope for. 

    Drake’s other investments were paying off as well. He was known as a Mage, and no one dared try and cheat him. He never let on exactly how powerful he was, but no one was willing to try and test him. 

    He repeated his pattern of winter in Westport and summer in Chanders until he was well known in both cities. He was surprised to return to Chanders to find that Lady Danlin had wed Laird Colem Willowby during the winter.

    “Well, you weren’t here. Colem was. He is also a real Laird, not some barbarian with a title.” Danlin’s ardor had cooled considerably over the course of the last few years.

    “Good for him. Excuse me, Danlin. I have something that needs to be taken care of.” Drake stalked away, angry in spite of himself. He had known what Danlin was like from their first time together. A cat in heat couldn’t hold a candle to Danlin’s randiness. 

    The Red Curtain was the best whorehouse in Chanders. Even the lairds used the services of the skilled courtesans that inhabited its rooms. It had at one time been an inn, and had fine, large rooms that made for an enjoyable romp with the girls. Drake stalked in and picked a girl at random. 

    Mistress Glarinton nodded at his choice. “Stephlin is a good choice. A nice sturdy girl, and a sweet disposition. The house rules are simple. No permanent marks. No pain, unless you are suffering it. No damage that will require the services of a healer. No breaking things. And when you finish, you leave. She has other customers as well.” The mistress was standing with one hand on her hip, the other on the doorway. “And don’t try anything regrettable. My enforcers are among the best in the city.”

    Drake nodded and took the girl upstairs. He took his time with her, using her as a sounding board for his plans and ideas. “Is it right, what we are doing? I mean, is it right to corner the market that so many people depend on?” 

    Stephlin smiled and stretched. “What market is that, Laird?”

    “The wool market.” He was turned away, so he didn’t see the look of alarm that crossed her face. “Lady Danlin and I have been buying up wool shares for four years. Soon we will have the majority we want. Then the wool trade will belong to us. But is it right? All my life I have tried to do what was right. I haven’t always done it, but I have tried.”

    “Laird Drake, I don’t know if it is right. But it is not a good idea. Many of the great lairds have money tied into the wool trade. Angering them is not advisable.” Stephlin was anxious to get rid of Drake, though she was careful not to show it.

    Drake eventually left, and Stephlin left immediately after him, though she had a far different destination in mind. “Uncle Banister? It’s Steph.”

    “Come in child. Come in. This is a surprise.” Master Merchant Woodley smiled as he greeted his niece. None of the family had been happy about her taking a position at the Red Curtain, but he was at least still talking to her. After all, Mistress Glarinton was an old acquaintance of his.

    “Uncle Banister, have you ever heard of Lady Danlin, Laird Colem, or Laird Drake?” 

    “Yes,” he replied cautiously. “Why?”

    “I just spent some time with Laird Drake. He is feeling unsure about what he and his friends are doing. They are trying to purchase fifty percent of the wool trade, and then they will control it all.” Stephlin’s eyes were on her uncle’s eyes, and saw them harden.

    “They are what?” he demanded softly. “Stephlin, repeat as much of what young Laird Drake said as you can remember.” By the end, his belly was quivering with alarm, and he summoned his aides.

    “Merix, have a meeting of the shareholders called, but leave out Lady Danlin and Laird Standralson.” Merix nodded and disappeared. Within the hour Laird Banister’s library was full wool merchants and herders. 

    “Gentlemen, we have a crisis on our hands. Lady Danlin and Laird Drake are trying to buy up all outstanding wool shares to get control of the market. We must act decisively and swiftly to stop them.”

    “Ban, are you sure? How could they manage that without our noticing it?” The speaker was a young man, and he was just about to get a lesson in humility.

    “You will not call me ‘Ban’, Laird Dremor. Only my friends and equals may do that, and you are neither. What we will do now is attempt to ascertain the extent of the damage that this is doing to us. And how to stop it.” The room broke into noise as masters and merchants began discussing Merchant Banister’s revelation.

    After about three hours, the room quieted. “This is the proposal I have been presented with. We need to buy up all unclaimed stock in our markets. We must, at all costs, prevent Laird Willowby, Laird Standralson, and Lady Danlin from getting their hands on the control of our markets.”

    The gathered men agreed, and soon there was no wool on the market for Danlin or Drake to purchase. Danlin was, of course, furious. “Damn them! How did they find out?”

    Laird Colem Willowby watched his bride stalk about the room, clenching and unclenching her hands. “Darling, we are very close to our objective. Just you wait. Things will work out for the best.”

    “I can’t just wait. There is too much at stake,” Danlin snarled as she stalked around the room like a caged cougar. 

    * * *

    Drake had spent the week tending to his brews, intending to leave for Westport again as the weather cooled, when he received a note summoning him to Danlin’s side. Gods Below, what does she want now? He quickly headed to meet her, and was almost there when a bag was thrown over his head. He struggled briefly, but something in the bag was drugged, and he drifted off into the dark.

    Monas and Stilmat picked up Laird Drake’s body and loaded him into a waiting cart. Lervin had sent them after the laird with instructions to dispose of him. No one was going to miss him, not after what he had done. Lady Danlin had suggested this course of action to Lervin after learning that it had been Drake’s talking to a whore that had ruined her plans. They drove out of town and stopped on the cliff over the Brightslash River.

    Stilmat helped Monas pull the laird from the cart and pulled the hood off his head. Once he was starting to come around, they led him to the edge of the cliff. 

    “Wha? What’s happening?” Drake was groggy from the drug, and having a hard time focusing on his surroundings.

    “Lervin and Lady Danlin have decide to sever their ties with you, Laird Drake,” Monas said from beside his head. 

    A flash of sun on steel and a burning sensation on his neck warned Drake that he was dying. Then he was falling, tumbling through the air. He tried to open his wings, but he was in human form. He saw the water rushing up at him, and instinctively turned his body so that he entered the water feet first. The shock of the cold water revived him enough to let him clasp his cut throat together and summon the healing powers he possessed. Skin closed and sealed as he fought his way to the surface. Once there he floated on his back, thankful that the Brightslash ran deep and calm here.

    Up on the cliff, Monas and Stilmat watched Drake tumble into the water from fifty feet up. When his body floated up to the surface without a struggle, they both nodded. 

    “That be the end of that,” Stilmat said in a satisfied tone. Monas nodded and climbed aboard the cart for the ride back to town.

    Drake floated until he had completely healed the cut to his throat. Monas and Stilmat were dead men when he returned. He struggled to shore and rested on the bank. After a time, when the sun began to set, he transformed into Amberdrake. Revenge would wait. Everything would wait. In his pocket had been the deeds and bills of sale for everything he had acquired. They were in an oilskin pouch, and had not suffered from the water. Time was, as always, on his side.

    * * *

    “They tried to murder you?” Mellody demanded. “Just slit your throat and tossed your body into the river? And they got away with that?”

    Drake grinned. “Not completely. You know me better than that.”

    Saunder asked, “What did you do?” in a soft voice, as if fearing the answer. 

    Drake grinned and started speaking again.


    Adventure 10 
My Return to Chanders

    THE LEAVES CRUNCHED UNDER MY FEET as I approached Chanders. The town is nothing special, just another old border town that the borders have passed by. Houses and shops expanded well beyond the city walls that had once protected the population from raiders. Now those walls protected the rich from the poor. With some misgivings, I passed unhindered into the city of my birth.

    I passed the inns where the poorer citizens drank to their sorrows, and moved on to the more affluent portion of town. Though I was afoot, I had the gold to buy a place at even the finest inn. Being a dragon can be profitable at times.

    I approached the Stooping Falcon, an inn where well-to-do thieves and merchants mingle with minor nobility in noisy camaraderie. Noise greeted me as I pushed open the door. The odor of massed humanity greeted me as well and almost turned me away. But the need to be with my own kind, my kin no matter how distant, made me ignore the stench. I waded through the crowd to the bar and called for a beer. The serving wench plopped a mug down in front of me, but grabbed my wrist before I could grasp it.

    “Let’s see the color of yer coin, buck. Lervin, he don’t feed the poor.” She had a firm grip, though I could have pulled away if I had chosen to. 

    With my free hand I pulled a Shreverston gold crown from a pocket in my vest and negligently tossed it onto the bar. The wench’s eyes lit at that and her grip loosened. She slipped her hand up so she was holding my hand like a lover and smiled broadly at me. “If ye be looking for more than beer, keep Letten in yer mind.”

    I smiled, though she’s not one I would’ve chosen in most circumstances. “I’ll do that, Letten. For now, though, fetch me Lervin. I have business with him.” I kept my voice soft, but something in my tone alerted her to the fact that I didn’t like Lervin at all. “Tell him that Drake Standralson is here.” Her eyes went wide and she backed away, glancing to the end of the bar.

    An impressive young man saw her glance and stood to glare at me, filling the available space with his massive shoulders. Big kid. Lervin always favored beefy enforcers. Letten continued to back away until she reached a closed window cut in the wall behind the bar. She knocked softly and turned to speak over her shoulder when it slid open.

    Almost before she had turned back to me, the door at the end of the bar flew open and a man stumbled through. Lervin has aged poorly. His hair, what there was of it, was dirty white, and wrinkles lined his face. What was most shocking was that he has shriveled up like a prune. The Lervin I remembered from ten years ago had been a fat tub of lard. This Lervin was loose skin hanging on bones that were all too prominent.

    “Hello, Lervin. You look like shit.” I watched his eyes as he reacted to my presence. “Your men did a poor job of disposing of me, though they did manage to get rid of me for a few years.”

    Lervin’s head shook side to side as if he was having a seizure. “Can’t be. You can’t be Drake. Drake has been dead for ten years!” Lervin yelled. His face was flushed, and his hands shook violently. I found myself smiling broadly.

    “As I said, your men did a poor job. Care to join me for a drink?” I smiled at his fear. Ten years ago, he’d tried to kill me. Now it’s my turn. He began backing away, shaking his head violently from side to side as if he was trying to deny my presence. The enforcer at the end of the bar looked confused, like he couldn’t figure out what to do. I wasn’t threatening Lervin. I didn’t even stand up, yet Lervin was acting as if I had a knife to his throat.

    Lervin began clawing at his chest, never taking his eyes off me. His breath came in gasps as the color drained from his face, leaving his lips blue and puffy. Finally, he collapsed, twitching and spitting, as his overtaxed heart beat its last. I continued to watch him as he lay there on the floor. He had died much faster and easier than I had planned, but at least no one could accuse me of murder. The old bastard simply died of fright.

    Letten and the enforcer, along with a few others, were trying to watch Lervin and me at the same time. Two other enforcers joined the first. They’re both older men, though still in their prime, and one of them was someone I know all too well. 

    “Monas,” I all but purred. “What are you still doing alive? I’d have thought someone’s husband would have put paid to you years ago.” Monas looked every bit as confused as Lervin had been. After all, he was the one who cut my throat and threw me over a cliff into the river.

    Monas looked at me with wide eyes, then drew steel. More than a knife, but less than a sword, he’d used it on me ten years ago, but this time fear gripped him. Dead men do not, as a general rule, come back for a beer. 

    “You be dead! Dead!” His shouts were attracting the attention of the rest of the inn patrons. “I killed ye. I know I did.”

    “Thank you, Monas. That confession is more than sufficient.” I moved my hand and flicked a small stiletto into his throat, returning his cut of years before. While he choked on my steel, the other two enforcers drew their blades and bracketed me. They might have tried to do me serious harm, and wound up dead for the effort, had the City Watch not arrived, slamming through the door. 

    “Stay where you are by order of High Laid Shanbelson!”

    A woman I didn’t recognize was leading them, screaming, “Hurry! Hurry! Lervin is in trouble.” When she saw his dead body on the floor she began screaming, “Murdered! He’s murdered.”

    The Watch Sergeant, who actually is a sergeant of the City Guard, came forward and examined the body. When he found no sign that Lervin had been attacked, he turned his attention to Monas. My knife stood like a standard in the center of Monas’ throat. 

    “Whose knife?” the sergeant asked, looking about the room. All fingers pointed at me. “Explain.” The sergeant was a man of few words.

    “Ten years ago, Lervin tried to have me murdered.” I pulled my collar away from my throat to show a hastily contrived scar. “Monas and Stilmat slit my throat and dumped me over the cliff into the Brightslash. Monas isn’t very good at following through with things, fortunately for me. I recovered and have finally returned. Lervin died of a heart attack when he saw me, and Monas died of stupidity. He confessed, in front of everyone here, that he had tried to kill me.” I saw that the sergeant was still unsure, so I turned an eye on Letten. She started speaking rapidly, perhaps fearing that I might kill her as well.

    “Lervin, he died just like this feller said. And Monas, he said that this feller couldn’t be alive cause he’d kill’t him. He did.” She was wide-eyed and looking about. Other customers nodded agreement with what she had said, and the sergeant shrugged.

    “Good enough for me. I need a name for the report.” He pulled a rolled parchment out of his belt and looked expectantly at me.

    “Drake Standralson.” At the mention of my name the sergeant’s head snapped up and his eyes widened. “Yes, that Drake Standralson. There are a lot of old debts for me to collect, though these is probably the messiest.”

    “Laird Drake, welcome back. You look surprisingly good for a man ten years dead.” The sergeant was standing at attention, which surprised me. Then he smiled. “Laird Willowby will be ever so glad to see you.”

    Willowby. I heaved a mighty sigh at the mention of his name. Laird Colem Willowby had been among the elite of Chanders society back then. “What is Laird Colem doing these days, Sergeant?”

    “Laird Willowby is Minister of Finance, Laird Drake. His lovely wife will no doubt welcome your return as well.” His smile turned evil, and he wet his lips. Or perhaps he was licking away drool, thinking of the reward Danlin would bestow upon him if he killed me before I got to her.

    I finished my beer in one gulp and stood, causing everyone near me to scamper back as far as they could. “Tell Colem that I’ll be waiting for him here. I have the paperwork to prove my ownership of the Stooping Falcon if there is any question as to my right to it.”

    The sergeant shook his head. “I doubt anyone will wish to dispute your claim, Laird Drake. What of them?” He indicated the bodies on the floor with the rolled parchment. 

    “I would feed them to the pigs, but poisoned pork fetches no profit. Call the gravediggers. I can afford a couple of holes for them, in light of our past association.” The sergeant nodded and turned to go. His men looked confused for a moment when the woman who had fetched them began wailing again, but he didn’t turn back.

    Letten was looking at the woman on the floor, then at me, then back to the woman. I was curious, so I asked the enforcers, “Who is she?”

    “Lervin’s sister. She’s been living here for about a year,” the elder replied, never taking his eyes off her.

    I remember her now. Windsom Collinsdaughter, Lervin’s elder sister, was all the family Lervin’d had left. She had aged as poorly as he had, and the old hag that knelt on the floor was not the old bitch who had once called me a leech. 

    I snapped, “Windsom!” and my voice cut through her wailing like a knife. “Cut the noise, or I’ll cut your throat. If I had proof that you had anything to do with Lervin trying to kill me, I’d turn you over to the magistrate. But I don’t. I don’t have a place for you here either, so gather your stuff and leave.”

    Her face turned toward me, and for a moment I was almost tempted to relent. Then the old bat spat at me, and my resolve returned. I turned to the enforcers and pointed toward the younger one. 

    “You, what is your name?”

    “My Mama calls me Jory, Lair’ Drake.” 

    “Jory, take this old hag to her room, let her get her clothes, then throw her out. She can find another to leech off.” My use of the term “leech” snapped her head around, but she held her tongue. When they had gone, I turned to the other enforcer. “And you are...?”

    “My name is Ansenel Coopran, Laird Drake.” He was well spoken and had the look of a minor noble fallen on hard times. Or a noble bastard. The name Coopran didn’t have a familiar ring.

    “Very well, Ansenel, carry on out here. I have books to look over.” Lervin may have been a thief and murderer, but he was a good businessman. Profits from the Falcon were what had led me into his company the last time I had been here. 

    In the office I found a surprise. “What is going on here?” I demanded loudly.

    A young woman was bent over the table with her skirts flipped up onto her back. Her bare butt was shimmering in the candlelight, and I could see welts purpling into bruises. She didn’t turn or stand at the sound of my voice, but she did flinch. Then I saw the ropes that tied her ankles to the legs of the table. Moving around her I saw that her hands were similarly tied. 

    “Now why in the world did Lervin have you trussed up for punishment like this?” I asked.

    Her face turned toward me, and I could see that both of her eyes had been blackened, and her lip was split. “Laird Combert complained about my performance last night and refused to pay Lervin, so he decided to take it out of my hide.” A tear slid down her cheek and dripped from the end of her nose.

    Brutality disgusts me, so I freed her with a wave of my hand and cast a healing spell that would have her good as new by morning. I might not have had all the power I command as Amberdrake, but I was still an Adept Mage. “Straighten your clothes.” I waited until she looked up at me before I continued. “What is your status, young woman?” 

    “Indentured.” She continued to smooth her skirts, her hands in constant motion. “Who are you?”

    “My name is Drake Standralson. I took over the Falcon from Lervin when he died. And your name?”

    The girl looked at me with her head tilted to the side. “When he died?”

    “Yes. They should be carrying his body out soon. Now again, what is your name?” I crossed my arms and waited. I am not a patient man, nor particularly kind. The girl had been offered or taken to settle a debt. That was fine and legal. But Lervin was breaking the law by beating her. She was not a slave.

    “Brandis Signardsdotter.”

    “And just how much did you cost the late and unlamented Lervin?” I liked the girl. The more I saw of her, the more I talked to her, the more I wanted to keep her around. But indentured meant that she could buy herself free.

    “Fifty gold crowns, Master Drake.”

    I felt my jaw sag open. “Fifty gold crowns? Girl, I’ll grant that you’re a fine little bit, but fifty gold is more than the Falcon is worth. What makes you worth so much, and where did Lervin come up with that sort of coin?” 

    “My father is High Laird Newberry Shanbelson, Master Drake.” 

    “You are his acknowledged bastard?”

    She nodded once. “Yes, Master Drake. Lervin and some others wanted to shame him into doing something. When he wouldn’t cooperate, they put me to whoring, selling me cheap. Father’s enemies come here a lot.” She kept her head up, never looking away from my eyes. The girl has spirit, I have to give her that.

    “Things have changed, Brandis. Go get cleaned up and tend to yourself. I am no whoremonger, and if Lervin has turned the Falcon into a whorehouse, it is going to change back.” Something in my face must have reassured her, because she smiled before she left. 

    I stuck my head out of the window into the main room and called, “Letten, bring me a beer.”

    The account books kept me busy through the rest of the night. Lervin had been fanatical about his wealth and kept very exact records of each transaction. I found that Brandis had told me nothing less than the bare truth. Lervin and his cronies had bought her mother’s farm out from under her and forced her to offer Brandis as collateral to keep what was rightfully hers in the first place. Then they’d put Brandis on display, offering her to select clients, to shame High Laird Shanbelson. But their plan had failed. The High Laid had not given in to their demands in order to save his daughter’s disgrace, and the girl had been put out cheap as punishment.

    All the employees of the Stooping Falcon were indentured. Even Monas had been bought for an old debt. Seventeen sparks left of two gold crowns? After over fifteen years? Where did his wages go? 

    Still, Lervin had left the Falcon unencumbered by debt. Profits were as to be expected. That would change when I announced the girls were not for sale with the beer anymore. If they wanted to continue on their own, as I suspected Letten would, then that would be their own business. 

    I walked into the main room early the next morning and found the entire staff gathered and waiting for me. “Good morning. I have spent the night with Lervin’s account books. Each of you know your status here. There are going to be some changes, though. As of now, any whoring you do will be on your own, and on your own time.” They looked at one another, then at me again. “I want to know who each of you is, and how you got here, but that will wait. For now, I want Lervin’s room cleared out. I will be in the back second-floor guest room when you are done.” I scanned the faces and picked out Brandis. 

    “Brandis, can you write?” The insulted look on her face was answer enough, and I smiled. “Very well. Put a sign out that the Falcon is closed today. Letten,” I waited until I had her attention, “I want fresh bedding and linens. Send Lervin’s clothes to the poorhouse, unless you want some reminder of him.” The sour look on her face said more about that idea than words ever could. “The rest of you clean this sty up. Lervin let the Falcon slip, but I want a semi-respectable establishment. Wake me for the midday meal.” With that I turned and headed up the stairs. I did not require a great deal of sleep, but I did require some.

    I awoke to the feel of a hand on my shoulder and the smell of cava. “Master Drake? It’s midday.” I rolled over and found Brandis standing just out of arm’s reach, holding a tray. The smell of the cava woke me far faster than her voice or hand. I pointed to the table and she deposited the tray, then left. I quickly dressed and went to check on the progress in Lervin’s room.

    The room that Lervin had kept for himself was a suite that took up the entire front of the second floor, and had a window that looked out over the main room, as well as two windows looking out to the street. It was split in to a main room and a sleeping room, with the sleeping room being the same size and shape as the good rooms that share the second floor. Letten and the others had cleaned out most of Lervin’s things, leaving behind anything that might be of value. I’m sure they took a few things that fit conveniently into a pocket or pouch, but I didn’t mind. I’d probably be throwing out most of his junk in the near future.

    I walked downstairs and found the staff busily cleaning the main room. Tables and chairs were stacked against the walls while the middle of the floor was being holystoned. The stones were scraping up large gobs of spoiled food and beer, along with what I suspect to be less wholesome things. Letten approached me with a girl that I had not met that morning. 

    “Master Drake, this be Candry. She’s the girl what sees to the stock and stables.” 

    Candry showed all the signs of a hasty bath. Dirt smears were still on her neck, and her hair was hanging limp. “And?” I find that a single word, with the right inflection, can ask many questions.

    Candry stepped forward and bobbed an approximation of a curtsy. “Master Drake, I wants to come inside now. I been in ta stables fer a year. I wants ta make good and buy free.” She was obviously looking for something else, but it didn’t come to my mind what it could be. Brandis stopped briefly to look at us, then passed on. The look on her face was noncommittal, but it alerted me to something. Candry had a distinct cast to her features, but I could not identify it. 

    “How did you end up indentured to Lervin?” I asked.

    “My ma sold me, that’s how.” Her face took on an unpleasant look, and I wondered how her mother would fare when she bought free.

    “For what? And who is your father?” I am aware that many indentured servants consider themselves to be sold, but slaves are completely different.

    “To Silasten Coronadoson, the Ice Laird, for a fist-bag of ice. And don’t ask ‘bout my father. I don’t know who he was. Ma don’t know neither. But I has ta come inside if I is ta buy free.” Her face was pleading more than her voice but pleading women didn’t affect me as they once did.

    “You will have to stay in the stables for now. There is no one to replace you. But, I will allow you to come inside occasionally if the stables are kept up. And you bathe better than you did this time.” I looked at Candry closely and saw her blush. 

    Both women bobbed and left me alone to explore the rest of the inn. Lervin had made a few improvements over the years, and I find the addition of indoor privies to be the most significant. I used my extra senses to explore his office and room and found a number of hidden cubbies filled with gold, silver, and in one case, parchments.

    The parchments surprised me until I read some of them. Lervin had accumulated evidence against several major lairds and was using it to blackmail them. I’m not surprised to see that he concentrated on lairds who were considered “respectable.” I thought for a moment, then put them back. In time I would return the documents to the lairds in question, but for now I would hold onto them. You never knew when a little leverage, or gratitude, might come in handy.

    Lervin’s accounts listed eleven servants, all indentured. Monas, Ansenel, and Jory Manstanson are the only men, unsurprisingly enough. Letten Wentersdaughter and five other women who had been serving last night supplemented Brandis Signardsdotter, and Candry Lerinsdotter. 

    I decided to take the time and interview each of the other women. Elanste Frandran was the eldest, being nearly thirty. She was a fine-looking wench, but her temper showed. She had been placed in debt by the Cloth Merchant’s Guild for destroying a loom in a fit of anger. She was the cook. 

    Portence Delnet was a fluffy little bit with the mouth of a sailor and breath that would gag a maggot. Her debt was due to her husband’s gambling. 

    Xendra Sedransdotter had been indentured to pay past taxes on her father’s farm. She was an altogether unremarkable woman with a placid face and dirt brown hair. 

    Amber Rose was a blond with a taste for beer and had drunk her way into debt to Lervin without help from anyone else. Her name caused me to pause, remembering the other Amber who had so briefly held my heart. 

    The last was a dusky-skinned woman with coal-black hair and a smoldering look that warned me she’s trouble. Her name was Gatherndis Dandersplant. A trader who had claimed she owed him money had sold her to Lervin cheap. She was a foreigner, from a land far to the southeast, and hadn’t had anyone to speak for her.

    I continued my assessment of the Falcon after an unremarkable meal of boiled bison and vegetables. The Falcon was a surprisingly large building, measuring twenty-eight cubits wide by seventy cubits long, consisting of three floors. 

    The ground floor had the main room in the front, with my office, the kitchen and pantry, privies, and the cheap rooms along a hall that leads to the stables. The cheap rooms were still large by the standards of most inns, being a solid six cubits by ten cubits. The stables consisted of eight normal stalls and one large box stall that adjoined the hen house. The hen house fitted in behind and under the stairs to the second floor. 

    The second floor was where the good rooms are, as well as my own. There were only four good rooms, being larger and more comfortable than the rooms on the main floor. The bathing room was also on this floor, as well as access to the hayloft and the stairs to the attic and servants’ rooms.

    The attic was only partially finished. The rafters were open to the ship-lap roofing. This made the attic an oven in the summer and an icebox in the winter. There are ten small rooms, with the front two being the largest and best. Elanste and Ansenel had the good rooms. The others were arranged as they went. Only the two front rooms were worth disputing.

    The stables were surprisingly well kept, and my opinion of Candry went up a notch. The hayloft was well stocked and neatly stacked, and the stalls all had clean straw on the floor. There were no horses when I made my survey, but there were chickens scratching at the floor in search of worms and stray bits of grain.

    I returned to the front of the inn through the back hall, noting that even though I had closed the inn for the night, Elanste was busy cooking and cleaning. She saw me in the doorway and motioned me to wait a moment. 

    “Master Drake, the pantry is low stocked. Lervin, he didn’t believe in carrying much on hand. What do you wish?” Her look was noncommittal, but I get the feeling she disapproved of Lervin’s policy.

    “Who do we have an account with?”

    She pursed her lips, which warned me of her answer. “No one would offer Lervin credit.”

    I let out a long sigh. Typical Lervin. “Very well. Come to the office when you finish what you are doing here.” I went to check the account books. Elanste presented herself before I could do more than crack a book. 

    “Here is a list of what I believe we need, Master Drake.” Elanste was keeping herself in check, but she was clearly anxious to get out and about for some reason. I reviewed the list, removed a few items that I personally do not care for, liver being one, and substituting others such as bison tongue. I handed her a pouch with ten silver crowns. “Return with receipts and the change,” I commanded, and saw something flicker across her expression. She bobbed a sketchy bow and fled. When I went out to the main room, I found that she had taken Jory along to help carry. This annoyed me, as she didn’t ask permission, but it’s not a major matter. The main room was finally cleaned to my satisfaction, and the staff was now cleaning the rest of the inn. 

    I was satisfied that the inn was shaping up as I wished, so I decided to deal with a few problems that only I could properly see to, vermin being the most urgent. I sat myself in the center of the main room and stretched out my Mage Sense. 

    Old anti-vermin spells were still hanging about the inn like the cobwebs they were supposed to prevent. A quick chant renewed the spells and strengthened them. A few screams came from the back rooms as the mice and rats fled. The anti-fire spells were newer, but I strengthened them as well. An old anti-rot spell was just a fragment of what was needed, and I feared the worst because of it. I used my most powerful spell to clear the old spell and replace it with something that would keep the building sound.

    Nightfall came softly to the Stooping Falcon. The inn was as clean as one day can make it. Elanste had returned quickly with supplies and prepared a good meal. She had, reluctantly, presented me with receipts and the remainder of the coin. I suspect she had been stealing from Lervin the entire time she has been purchasing his supplies, but that would stop. I gathered the entire staff after supper to inform them of some changes I intended to make.

    “First of all, let me say that I am pleased with all of you. You have taken the changes in stride and done well by me. There are more changes on the way. The first will be some construction. I intend to enclose and insulate the rafters. This will necessitate you moving about a bit, but in the end, I think you’ll approve. The carpenters will be starting at the back and working their way forward. The affected individuals will be moving to the back two rooms on the ground floor until your rooms are finished.

    “Second, the main room will also be insulated. Too much heat is lost through the roofing. I am going to order some new tables and chairs as well. These are the same tables that were here ten years ago, and they have seen far more abuse than they can stand.” This elicited smiles from the women, who had to clean ever more grime off the tables, and the men who had to double as carpenters to repair damaged chairs.

    “Third, and possibly most important, we are going to try and attract a more affluent clientele. I want this place to be comfortable for even the High Lairds and their ladies. This will require a great deal of effort from each and every one of you. The Stooping Falcon has a bad reputation now, and it is not going to change overnight.”

    Each of the servants was looking at the others. Letten and Candry looked nervous. This was reasonable considering their low birth. The others were keeping carefully neutral looks on their faces, with the exception of Brandis. She actually looked excited. That makes sense, considering who her father is.

    I went up to my room, intending to sleep undisturbed until morning, but Brandis had other plans. She was there, in my bed, covered with only a light sheet. 

    “Master Drake, I want you to know that I’m not trying to tie your hands. I just want to express my gratitude in the best fashion I know.”

    Now, when I am Amberdrake, only another dragon could excite me. But as Drake Standralson, I was as human as the next man, and Brandis is a beautiful young woman. My clothes hadn’t even hit the floor before I was kissing her passionately. She kissed me ardently and the heat of her passion was fire under my fingers. The sheet was ripped away at some point, though whether by her or by me, I couldn’t be sure. We coupled fiercely at first, then slowed to a prolonged stroke that lasted well beyond what I was accustomed to. How Laird Combert could have found fault with her I have no idea, unless he is the type who likes things odd. I found Brandis to be as skilled a lover as I have ever had. And after more than three hundred years alternating between human and dragon form, I’d had more than my share.

    The afterglow lasted forever, then she gently slipped from my bed and left, not bothering to cover herself. I enjoyed the sight of a healthy young woman’s body, and I think Brandis knew it. She stopped at my door and gave me a smoldering look, then slipped quietly out. The flushing of a garderrobe and the soft shutting of a door were the last sounds I heard that night.

    A crowing cock at the stable door announced morning. I despise cocks and mornings. My feet found the pile of clothing on my floor and the memory of the night before came flooding back. Brandis has given me something to think about. Can I, in good conscious, keep her as my mistress? She is indentured, and generally indentured servants are not used in such ways. Not by ethical men, at least. 

    My first visitor of the day rendered the question moot.

    Brandis knocked discreetly at my office door and peeked in. “Master Drake, you have a visitor. An important one.” Her smile and sparkling eyes warned me, but it was still a shock to see High Laird Shanbelson sitting at the best table in the main room, calmly drinking cava. He had brought along ten men-at-arms, and a large bag sat on the table in front of him. I bowed formally and then welcomed him. 

    “High Laird Shanbelson, welcome to the Stooping Falcon. I believe I know the reason for your visit. Shall we skip the dance?” As I have stated, I am not a patient man.

    The High Laird cleared his throat and loosened his collar. “Yes, I suppose you must realize there is only one reason for me to come down here. I want her back, Drake. I want her free of this place and the life Lervin forced on her. I know what her mother owed.” He paused and pushed the sack across the table to me. “Count it if you like. It’s all there.”

    I looked the High Laird in the eye for a moment. “First, tell me why you didn’t just buy her free from Lervin. You can obviously afford it.”

    His lips compressed, and his nostrils flared. “Pay blackmail for a bastard daughter? What position would that place me in? What position would it place the others in? If I would pay fifty crowns for a bastard, what would I pay for a legitimate child? No, I couldn’t risk that.” His eyes lifted to Brandis, silently pleading for her understanding. I waved her forward and indicated the sack. 

    “That is yours, Brandis. What you do with it is your business. If you wish to buy free and leave, that is your choice. If you wish to buy free and stay, that is also your choice. The law,” I glanced at the High Laird, “is that you must buy yourself free. Your father cannot do it for you.”

    Brandis nodded to me, then smiled at her father. “Father, thank you. I understand why you didn’t come forward before. Master Drake has changed things here. We are no longer whores for your enemies and their friends. He wants to make this a better place, and I want to stay.” Then she turned and looked at me. “On my terms, as a paid employee. My mother doesn’t have a place for me anymore, not with her husband and new baby.” She picked up the sack and poured out the coins, the gold glittering in the sunlight that filtered through the windows.

    I motioned for her to wait while I went and retrieved the book where the indentured servants’ accounts were kept. They each earned normal wages for their work, but most of the wages went to their accounts. Brandis’ account showed that she had paid five gold crowns, three silver crowns and twenty copper sparks toward her total. She agreed and counted out forty-five crowns into stacks of five on the table. The rest she placed back in the sack and offered it to her father. When he looked confused, she explained. 

    “Father, I can’t go back. The Brandis you knew is gone. A year at Lervin’s hands did away with her. I can never marry one of your men, not after being a whore, not after what happened.”

    “But, Brandy, we want you back. No one blames you for what happened. We all know what Lervin and his cronies did, and why. You don’t have to stay here and live like this.” His face showed his pain, and my respect for him went up a notch. Bastard she might be, but she was his daughter and he loved her.

    Brandis came around the table and hugged her father. “The Stooping Falcon is changing, Father. Master Drake is going to make this a decent place, and I want to be part of it. I could never be satisfied being a farm wife, not after this. And no decent man would be satisfied with me. He would have to be a saint to ignore what happened, what I had been, and there are few saints around here.”

    Laird Shanbelson stood and hugged his child, the look of pain in his eyes forcing me to look away. “Brandy, are you sure?” he asked in a harsh whisper. “There is no reason for you to stay here.”	

    “Laird Shanbelson, you may remember something of me from the last time that I was here. I am no whoremonger, nor panderer. If the girls wish to engage in activities that supplement their pay, that is up to them. I will not forbid it, nor require it. Brandis needs time to adjust. Lervin would have kept her for years to force your hand, but Lervin is dead. She has just bought free of a debt that would have taken ten years to pay off any other way.”

    “And that is my reason for staying,” Brandis said as she looked at her father. “Master Drake has only been here for two days, but the changes have already begun. I like the way things are going, and I am staying.” Brandis showed her strength in subtle ways, such as standing up to her father.

    Laird Shanbelson returned her hug, then turned to go. He gave me an arch look that was warning enough. He valued his children, even a bastard with a hard head. I bowed formally, acknowledging his implied threat.

    That night was a celebration. Brandis’ new status was toasted over and over again by her friends. There were few patrons in the main room. Word had spread that I was not selling the girls anymore, and the few people who came in were as much curious as hungry and thirsty. They left early, and when no one else seemed likely to arrive, I closed the door. This was what I had expected. The Falcon’s clientele was going to change from the lowlife scum that Lervin had been a member of to a more respectable crowd. But it would take time, and time I had.

    The carpenters arrived bright and early the next morning, which annoyed me far beyond reason. No one should look happy and ready to face the world at sunrise. The master carpenter set a journeyman and two apprentices to finishing the roof and walls in the servants’ rooms, with Jory watching to keep them out of any of the occupied rooms. The master kept one journeyman and two apprentices with him to work the main room. I decided to watch for a while, but watching them measure and cut wood was as boring an occupation as I can think of. It was time for me to take a walk about the city.

    The door of the Falcon closed behind me and set me on the road. There was not much of a porch, just two steps worth, and I found myself in mud up to my ankles as soon as I stepped off it. Chanders was not well-off enough to cobble the roads this far out. Only the inner city is paved to any degree, and even there, mud was the rule rather than the exception.

    I walked toward the inner city, seeking something familiar. There were inns here that were standing when I was a lad, though they had not stood long before then. The border between the Darendian Empire and the wilderness hadn’t moved more than a league farther out before intrepid (my father said stupid) souls had set up shop in the area that had been kept clear for the archers. Now they were so far in that it was a good twenty-minute walk from the edge of the city to the Falcon, and ten more to the Dragon Gates. At the gates a pair of guards asked me what I wanted in the inner city, and when I could not give them a good enough answer, they turned me away. It’s all right. There’s only one person I wanted to see in there, and I was sure Danlin would be out to see me soon enough.

    My wanderings led about the outer city, my feet tracing the familiar routes of years before without conscious thought. I stopped in at some of the inns that had been run by friends and found myself regarded with suspicion. Was I really Drake? Could a man ten-years dead really enter your establishment and ask how your wife is doing? A few close friends greeted me with open arms, but many more treated me like an unclean spirit.

    I returned to the Falcon at opening and found a pleasant surprise. Elanste had prepared a fine meal for this night, not the plain boiled bison and vegetables she had fixed the first night. I eat in my office, and that was where Brandis found me. She stood silent for a moment with her hands clasped in front of her, and her shoulders turning back and forth. Damn that was distracting. 

    “Master Drake, I have another reason for staying. Something I couldn’t say in front of my father.” She bit her lip and blushed a little. “Master Drake, I like having men. Good men. Men like you. Could we, I mean, would you take me as your mistress?” Her eyes were pleading, and it took me a moment to figure out why. Then I realized that she was frightened. She’s afraid I’ll reject her for the same reasons she told her father men would reject her. 

    I stood and nodded. “I’ve been thinking along those lines as well, Brandy. As an indentured servant, it wouldn’t have been ethical for me to take you as my mistress. But you are free now, and that changes things.” I smiled at the sudden hope in her eyes. “Yes, I would like to have you as my mistress, but there are a few things you must be aware of before we make a pact.

    “I have enemies. Powerful enemies from my last visit here, as well as Lervin’s friends now. None of them are as powerful as your father, but there are major lairds among them. Colem Willowby for one, and his lady, Danlin. Danny wants to cut off one of my favorite parts and nail it to a barn door.” I grinned as that registered on Brandis’ face. Apparently, it’s one of her favorite parts as well. “Others are my enemy because of my friendship with Lervin. His death, and the story of his betrayal, may calm a few of them. There are other reasons for some of them to be grateful to me as well, though they might not know it yet.”

    “Such as the things Lervin was blackmailing them with?” she asked with a wry twist of her luscious lips. “Don’t look so surprised. Men talk in bed, and my father’s enemies bragged about the things they held over his friends’ heads.” Brandis smiled and kissed me. “Your enemies will likely be friends before long, and those who were friends with Lervin are of no account. I am sure my father is exacting a little revenge on those who used me so badly.” Brandis was relaxing at last. 

    “Well, then, what do you think I should do? Those documents are mostly embarrassing little bits of old news, but some could get men executed. Who gets his secret safe in his hands, and who gets to wonder if I have the information now?” I tried to keep my eyes focused on Brandis’ eyes, but they kept wandering down to her ample breasts.

    “It is all dirty information. Information that was obtained by thieves and spies. If it’s my opinion you want, then burn it all. That, or return every bit of it to Lervin’s victims.” Her eyes were flashing with anger. One of the lairds who Lervin had information on was her father.

    “Very well, Brandy, we will give everything back. You will do that tomorrow. Tonight, we have a pact to seal.” I stepped forward and took her into my arms, kissing her quickly. “Brandis Signardsdotter, I offer you shelter under my roof. We will share a life, and a bed, with freedom between us should either choose to go.”

    Brandis smiled up at me as she took up the spoken contract. “Drake Standralson, Master of the Stooping Falcon, I accept shelter under your roof. We will share a life, and a bed, with freedom between us should either choose to go.” Then she giggled. “Well, that’s a relief.”

    “After last night?”

    “After this morning. Father almost had me convinced to go. But I meant what I said. I could never go back to being the girl I was. Lervin sold my virginity, and sold my body to anyone he chose. But he never sold my soul, and neither did I. But what man out there would take me? Not everyone expects a virgin, but only a desperate man would marry a whore.” There was a bitter rasp to her voice as she said that. “Or a man who wants nothing more than a whore in his bed. You’re different, I can feel it. Last night, you accepted what I was offering and didn’t hold me when it was time for me to go. I’m not your whore, Drake. I expect to be treated no differently than the others, and to be paid for the work I do around here.” Her eyes were smiling even though she sounds suspiciously like a fishwife bargaining for a pound of cheese.

    “Do you expect to sleep in the attic? I hoped you were going to move down with me.” I made my eyes wide and hurt, but she wasn’t fooled by my act.

    “So long as you don’t snore too loudly.” She slipped loose and went up to collect her things.

    Word passed through the rest of the servants quickly. Brandis is a well-liked young woman, and there was little in the way of jealousy toward her new status. She moved into my room and started making herself comfortable. I had walked into town with only the clothes on my back and a belt of gold crowns, so I had little in the way of clothes in the wardrobe. 

    That was one drawback of being a dragon. I must either strip bare to change or shred my clothes, so I would be bare when I changed back. I had to make my clothes as soon as I was human again. After all, sometimes I don’t change back to human form for decades at a time. I had not wandered the wild lands for ten years with a slit throat. I had become Amberdrake before night fell and not changed back in the ten years since. That was my priority for the morning. Tonight, it was Brandy.

    The wild passion of last night was in no way lessened tonight. Our bodies tumbled and twined, each exploring the other in intimate detail. I found things that she liked, and others that she did not. She found mostly things that I like, there not being much that I disliked in sex. Tonight, we walked hand in hand to the bathing room when we were finished. 

    The bathing room has a large, deep tub, and a charcoal fired copper water heater. A windmill-powered pump fills a roof cistern, providing cold water as well as fill water for the water heater. We soaked and played, continuing our explorations of each other’s bodies. Soft, scented soap was scrubbed over backs and fronts, eliciting sighs and giggles. Eventually we returned to bed. Sleep came softly to Brandis first, and I laid in bed watching her. A tenderness was redeveloping in me that had been missing for far too long.

    * * *

    Morning was again announced by the crowing of that accursed bird. Someday I’m going to have him stewed. Brandis was already up and about, preparing for her day. My day was also ahead. A few good tailors were close by, and I had no real need to be dressed by the fine tailors in the inner city. 

    Master Tailor Cork Manderson was only three doors down, and it is to him that I decided to take my business. After all, he was one of the few customers that continued to come into the Falcon. One good turn deserved another. I was an altogether average-sized man, being four cubits tall and of medium build. He had several outfits that were partially made, and it was the work of moments to finish them to my size. My gold ensured I got good service.

    Brandis returned to the Falcon late in the afternoon in a foul mood. “Those arrogant bastards. No, bastards don’t act like that. They are shastan. Modancals! Filthy beasts, set to devour each other or even themselves.” She slammed her hand against the wall, and for a moment I was afraid that she had broken it. Not her hand—the wall. “They wanted the information on those parchments, all right. They wanted to use it against each other. Even my father.”

    I placed my hand on her shoulder and caressed her hair. “He is only a man, Brandy. He has his flaws, as do I. Don’t be too hard on him. Men of power are driven to acquire more power. They can never be satisfied.”

    “But the information was about his friends, and he wanted to use it against them! Against men who share his meals, share his business, even share his mistresses.” Her voice and shoulders were shaking from suppressed tears. “I didn’t give it to them. I burned it all, right there in his fireplace. And he cursed me for doing it. For doing what’s right. Why?” Her tears slid heavily down her face, one at a time.

    I had no answer to such questions. They were questions I asked ages ago when I first began meddling in the affairs of men of power. The night was bad for both of us, and I began to regret taking her as my mistress. Not because of her, but because of myself. The feelings that she was awakening within me. A man protecting his mate could be dangerous. A dragon protecting his mate is dangerous. And I was beginning to think of Brandy as my mate.

    Business picked up over the next few days until the main room was once again filled. As I had expected, Letten was taking her breaks on her back, as was Amber Rose. I didn’t hear any complaints, so they must’ve been giving good value for the coin. All the women were serving in the main room, except Elanste. Even Candry was there, bathed and groomed, and in a dress that looked like it belonged to Letten. She was attracting some attention, though she was by no means as popular as Brandis. 

    Brandis’ popularity was a problem for me. I am possessive, a trait shared by humans and dragons. And I am overly possessive of females who I have shared intimacy with. Perhaps this was a flaw, but that’s me: Flawed. Brandy turned down every proposition and smiled at me every time she caught my eye.

    * * *

    Life at the Stooping Falcon settled down into a pattern. Elanste went shopping every third day, taking Jory along to carry for her. The roof and walls were now finished and insulated with dry straw. Brandis and I settled down, though we occasionally woke the rest of the staff late at night.

    The furnishings I had ordered arrived, and the old tables were pitched out with the rubbish, though they were pitched gently. Some poor souls would no doubt be dining on a better table tonight than ever before. It confused the staff that I gave so freely to the poor. No one knows that I was born one of them. 

    Another factor in the changing fortunes of the Stooping Falcon was the addition of better beers. 

    Lervin had been a decent brewer, but not great. I was much better, and some of my first brews were just beginning to develop. The beer we have been selling I purchase from Bandar Wensterson, the owner of the Crooked Tree. We had been friends, and he was the first to welcome me back. He uses our old recipe, and remembers where it came from. The beer was expensive, but I turned a slight profit nonetheless. 

    Orman Follwer was another who had shared beer-making secrets with me late one night, and his brews had a different taste that’s as distinctive as his accent. He ran the tap at the Silver Goose, and was the brewer as well, though he was indentured. After ten years he still hadn’t paid his debt off. The part of his wages he was allowed to keep vanished up his nose. 

    Profits were coming back, in spite of the lack of whoring. A better class of man was traveling farther to come see what I had made of the Falcon. Even some lesser lairds were coming in now. 

    * * *

    It was late fall when I arrived, but now winter gripped the land in its icy claws. Winds blew, and snow collected in drifts about the Falcon. The improvements I’d made kept the Falcon more comfortable than many better inns. Where the walls had already been finished, I had magicked straw between the boards for insulation. The charcoal was lasting longer than expected as well, and that was all to the good. Charcoal was expensive, but it’s the best way to heat the place. The great circular fireplace in the center of the main room did nothing to heat the rest of the inn. Small pocket stoves were in each room, and they did the most toward keeping the cold at bay. Even the servants slept warm that year. With most of the drafts caulked and the roof and walls insulated, the attic was turning into a decent place to live.

    Winter brought changes in the Falcon’s customers as well. Less beer was being ordered, but more mulled wine and spirits were, along with hot cava. Hearty meals became the rule, and there was more demand on the girls for entertainment as well. Even Elanste was venturing out of the kitchen for occasional encounters to supplement her income. 

    For me, winter as a human was a torment. The cold entered my bones and joints, making me as creaky as an old man. Brandis applied hot mustard plasters, but I knew all too well that I would be miserable until spring.

    I found an outlet for my excess energy in Brandis. The girl was nearly insatiable, though I came close a time or two. My room was as much hers as mine now, and she is taking a more active interest in the inn as well. This suited me fine as I intended to leave her in charge when I left. This was a mating year, and spring is mating season for dragons as well as other creatures. The urges that drove me as a human were nothing beside the mating urge of Amberdrake.

    The population of Chanders had accepted me, with the exception of a few thieves and politicians. Laird Colem never did come out to see me, though I heard he was spotted riding hard to the south and the cities of the heartland. Danlin was another story. She stayed and dared me to try and get to her. I thought I was getting to her by not trying to get to her.

    * * *

    Danlin Willowby stormed into the Falcon late one evening with her hair tied tightly back. Fur lined boots covered her feet, and a fur lined over robe covered the rest of her. I sat impassively as she recited her list of complaints. Her chief complaint seemed to be that I was still alive. Second was the death of Lervin, who she called a model citizen. Every time someone mentioned him, I thought I’m going to be sick.

    “What do you want, Danlin? I have little time and less patience for you.”

    “You know what I want, Drake. I want you dead. Failing that, I want you out of my city. Your coming back doesn’t change things, and your murder of Lervin only compounds your crimes.” Her voice was sweet and soft, even when she was making threats.

    “Now Danny, be reasonable. I never touched Lervin. He died of heart failure at seeing my ghost sitting at his bar. That, and the wasting sickness that had been eating him alive for more than a year.” I had put Danlin’s back to the door, and I could see shadows moving out in the hall. Brandis, at least, was listening in. “As for the problems of the past, well, it was your idea to take over the wool trade. I didn’t do any more than provide you with support. And what did I get for my trouble? A slit throat. And don’t bother denying that you helped Lervin. I was on my way to a meeting with you when Monas and Stilmat jumped me.”

    “And what if I did? You betrayed me. If it hadn’t been for you, I would have taken the wool market, and by now I would own this city. But no, you had to get a quick poke at The Red Curtain. And you just had to brag to that little whore about our plans.” Her voice was still soft. The woman was amazingly well controlled. 

    “Now, Danny, how was I to know she was related to Master Merchant Woodley?” I love baiting Danny. When she gets mad her mask slips and the gutter trash she really was came through.

    “Her name was Stephlin Woodley! How could you not know? Does your brain shut off when your shaft gets stiff? And as soon as you were done with her, she went running to Uncle Banister. Do you have any idea how much money I lost?”

    “So I didn’t ask her name. Is that any reason to have my throat cut, and my body thrown over a cliff?”

    “Yes! And you won’t be coming back next time. You have no friends here anymore, despite your attempts to curry favor with the lairds. When I am done with you, you will have to beg to get someone to piss on you.” She was shouting now and standing with her hands on my desk. Her posture was affording me an excellent view down the front of her dress. She probably didn’t even know she was doing it. Her breasts had gotten her this far, and she employed them as distractions or bait without conscious thought. 

    I slowly rose to my feet, remaining behind my desk. “It is time, Lady Danlin, that you remember why you wanted my help in the first place. I am still a Mage, and magic is still at my beck and call. How would you like a nice dose of the pox? Or maybe you would prefer to have your nose grow.” 

    Danlin suddenly looked frightened. “You said you couldn’t do things like that. You aren’t powerful enough. Don’t lie to me, Drake.”

    I called power into a nimbus of glowing red light that surrounded my body. Danlin was truly frightened now, and I added to the light with an illusion of goat horns growing from my head. The Father of Demons is said to glow with inner fire, and have horns like a goat.

    Danlin burst screaming from my office, running for the door while her maid vainly tried to get her coat back on. The door hadn’t even closed behind her when I started laughing. The stories she’d tell would be great for a few laughs. Brandis was standing by the door of the office with a wicked expression on her face.

    “My father is going to be interested in this, Drake. He has a large portion of his fortune tied up in the wool trade. If Danlin and her friends are trying to take over, he needs to know.”

    “She doesn’t have the resources any more, Brandy. That was ten years ago.  Her threats are as empty as her head. With her husband running across the empire to escape me, she has more than she can handle just trying not to go completely broke.” I slipped my arm around her and guided her out of the office.

    * * *

    Word came in early spring that Laird Colem had been spotted in the court of Prince Tambert, down in Greater Westport. It’s the excuse I’ve been looking for, and I prepared to leave. Brandis was not happy, but she honored the vow that we made. 

    “Drake, please don’t go. He can’t hurt you anymore. Do you really have to go after him?”

    “Yes, I do. You know that. Now give me a kiss and let me go. I will be back, and if I don’t come back, you get the Falcon.” She grabbed me in a fierce hug that threatened to break my ribs. Then she let go of me and fled toward our room.

    I rode out of town for a full day before I stopped. The time had come for Amberdrake to return. I tied the horse tightly after I dismounted. I was always hungry after the transition, and horsemeat tasted just fine to a dragon. I stripped and stood with my arms spread wide. The transition began as my body started to glow. After so many years, and so many times, the transition only took a moment. The horse went mad, trying to escape, but I picked it up in one foreclaw, piercing the poor creature’s heart with a massive talon. I sucked the blood from its throat, and then gorged on the hot entrails. Bones crunched merrily as I munched the rest of the horse. I probably look like a kestrel eating a grasshopper. Then I launched myself into the air and headed west, toward the mountains where my kind awaited.

    * * *

    The wind rushing past my face gave me a feeling of exhilaration. My great wings beat steadily, driving me higher and faster than any bird ever dreamed of flying. The inner fire that was part of all dragons burned high in me as the mountains drew near. It was mating season.

    Dragons only mate once every hundred years. This has to do with the gestation period of our eggs before they were ready to be lain. There were more youngsters this time, though they were not of mating age. They were spectators, cheering on the contestants in life’s most challenging contest; procreation. While our eggs took one thousand years to hatch, it only took us another fifteen hundred years to mature. A long time in human terms, but when your life expectancy was measured in millennia, it was not long at all. 

    Snow-capped crags passed beneath my wings as I followed the path to the ancient matting grounds. Roars of greeting and challenge echoed through the rocky passes as potential mates and rivals noted my passing. A form launched itself from a ledge and beat strongly toward me. Sunlight glinted off her scales, dazzling me with the beauty of the sight.

    Sahrendrake passed close by my left wing and pivoted to slide in beside me, matching my glidepath toward the valley below. “Greetings, Amberdrake. You smell of humans.”

    “Ah, Sahrendrake, you know my nature. I have to go back once in a while. I have to remember why I am what I am, why I wanted to be what I am. Otherwise I would likely join your father in oblivion.” Dragons were more likely to commit suicide than to die of natural causes.

    Sahrendrake snorted, gouts of flame shooting from her lovely snout. “You’re too vain. How could you bear to deprive the world of your magnificence? No, you just like the fast life and constant mating.” Her tone was jovial, but she had a habit of making her points painful if I wasn’t quick enough to agree.

    “You should try it. It’s not as glorious as our mating flights, but it does have its advantages and attractions. Such as being ready again after a few hours rest.” I gave her a leer that had her rolling in the air with laughter.

    “Males! It’s over for you in just a few weeks. But for us, it takes a hundred years.” She straightened up and landed daintily on the grass next to the lake.

    I landed beside her, though not with the ease and flair that she displayed. My excuse was that I was tired after so long a flight, but the sad reality is, as dragons go, I was a klutz. Oh, I did all right when I was fresh, but Sahrendrake danced into her landings.

    Sahrendrake snorted at my clumsiness, then waded into the water. Contrary to popular belief, fire-breathing dragons loved the water. “If you would practice more, you wouldn’t have such a hard time landing.” Her great head submerged, and bubbles of steam marked her trail. The fish in the lake grow to enormous size during the century of our absence, and the females fed on them before breeding. Males fasted to prepare for battle. 

    Morning broke over the mountains, flooding the valley with sunlight. “Amberdrake,” a deep voice rumbled, “you fraud. Are you ready to fly?”

    I opened my eyes just a slit. “Who are you calling a fraud, Corandrake?” 

    “You, human bait.” He landed beside me and stretched his wings in the sun. Corandrake was older than any of the other male dragons in this part of the world. At sixty-three hundred, he was one of the oldest and largest dragons in the world. “This time, you fall. Luck will not hold you a fourth time.”

    “Last time you said luck wouldn’t hold me a third time. Don’t you ever get tired of your own false predictions?” I snapped my legs straight and swept my wings down, evading the flames that Corandrake blew at me. “Come now, you can do better than that,” I called back toward the ground. Corandrake launched and chased me into the upper atmosphere.

    Battle between dragons is a deadly serious business. Our bodies are not immune to flame, and talons can tear through scales and flesh with ease. Mating battles do not, however, generally end in death. Normally they continue until one combatant or the other withdraws. Corandrake had been the victor in hundreds of mating battles, but he was getting old.

    Corandrake flew at me like a comet, flame bellowing from his mouth with his roar of rage. I was more restrained. That’s the human part, the part no other dragon can understand. From my experience as a human, I knew how to retain my composure in a fight. When Corandrake was within striking distance, I folded my wings, dropping like a stone beneath him, and scored his underbelly with a flip of my tail. Corandrake pivoted and roared in pain and rage that I had not only evaded him, but scored the first strike.

    He bellowed, “Fight like a dragon, you human trash!” Corandrake hated humans as a general rule, and would not even venture into the human inhabited lands.

    Then I began my attack. Corandrake was bigger and older than I, but he was not as powerful. My wings beat strongly, propelling me up under him, and past him. He struck out with his hind claws, barely missing my wing membrane. My strike again scored, this time my tail striking his neck. He fell, momentarily stunned, and I pressed my advantage. My talons sank into his back, sinking deep into his flight muscles. When his head whipped back to bite at me, I was ready. My jaws closed on his head, teeth sinking into his skull. “Yield!” I shouted.

    The ground interrupted his answer. With less than six hundred cubits of altitude I broke off, stretching my wings to sail away. Corandrake was able to break his fall, but he stayed on the ground, acknowledging my victory. He would have other battles, but this one was mine. Cheers followed me, both from the adolescents and the females. The rules are that for each victory, the victor gets to choose a mate. Sahrendrake was waiting for me at the lakeside. Charged with the thrill of battle as I am, my feet just barely touched ground before I was airborne again, Sahrendrake following.

    Dragons could mate in almost any environment, though the air was the most exciting. Added to the simple animal thrill of mating was the danger posed by the ground. You cannot fly with your necks and tails twined together and your wings getting in each other’s way. Mating flights began as high as possible so that we had time to finish before the ground rudely interrupted. That could ruin an otherwise lovely day.

    Sahrendrake and I mated, and in that mating I felt my duality slipping. Being a human, with all the human frailties, became a remote part of me. To mate with a dragon, one must be a dragon, heart and soul. We finished long before we reached a dangerously low altitude, and stayed coupled until we had to part to land. “Well, you have proven yourself again, Amberdrake. How many more will you seek this time?” Sahrendrake twined her neck with mine and purred.

    “Only two or three. You’re the one I came seeking. You know that.” Her purring deepened with her pleasure at hearing that. Female dragons and female humans were not as different as one might think.

    “Just be careful, Amberdrake. We have three clutches of eggs hardening now, and this will be four. At this rate there will soon be too many dragons for the world to hold.”

    “No,” a voice said, drawing our attention. The speaker was an aged female named Cyandrake. Her color was blue-green, though she had faded with age and her muzzle was almost completely white. “There are far too few dragons now. We have gone away, and humans are in places that were once ours. There are just not enough of us to fill the world the way we once did. You youngsters keep breeding. Bring us back. Make us masters of the world again.”

    Sahrendrake and I watched the mating battles and flights through the rest of the day. She stayed by me, reinforcing the bond that had been forged between us during our first flight together. A week passed before I was in shape for another battle. This time I fought another young dragon, Morandrake. He was a fine specimen, with bright blue and gold scales. Our fight took us far above the clouds, and down under the water, grappling and flaming, each trying to drive down our opponent by main force. He was good, but he was not a match for me. In the end I managed to get him into a position that forced him to yield or die. This time I picked a dainty little female who, for some reason, reminds me of Brandis. Her name was Nevrasdrake, and her teal green and sea blue scales make her an attractive dragon in any circumstance. Our flight, while not as exciting as my flight with Sahrendrake, was enough to leave me panting on the shore of the lake. 

    “Tired, human bait?” a familiar voice asked.

    I looked back at Corandrake and snorted. “Go soak your head.”

    “I intend to soak significantly more than my head, Amberdrake.” Corandrake replied as he eased into the water. He was more battered than I had left him, but he wore a satisfied look that told me he had mated.

    Mating continued for two more weeks, with the females leaving as soon as they had conceived. I mated three more times, and was well satisfied with myself by the time there were no more females to be had. The older males, and those who had mated early, withdrew from the competition, letting the younger males have a chance at the females no one else had chosen. 

    It was a sad truth, but there were ugly dragons. Poor, misshapen creatures with dull scales and smooth muzzles. But for a female not to mate was a death sentence. Her body was made for breeding, and the drive that brought her to the dance could kill her if it was not fulfilled. 

    The younger males, those who had reached maturity but not reached a size to challenge for the right to mate the female of their choice, fought half-hearted battles for those females that were left. 

    I left the mating ground content. Five females carried my eggs, and they would bear them in the sands of the desert, in secret locations only they knew. It was instinct that they hide their eggs, because it was also instinct that they will destroy the eggs of any other female they find. Survival of the fittest was also survival of the smartest.

    I flew east and south, toward the human lands, and Greater Westport. It wouldn’t do for me to not find Laird Willowby. After all, my hearing about him was most likely the bait for a trap. Late in the night I landed within easy walking distance of Greater Westport. I transformed back to human form, then dressed myself hurriedly due to the cold. Dragon hide didn’t feel the cold the way human skin does. It took me the rest of the night and part of the morning to reach the city.

    * * *

    The gates of Greater Westport stood open to welcome visitors, but guards check those visitors carefully. “Just keep yer hands in sight. Who be ye?” The guard watched me closely while he waited for my answer.

    “My name is Drake Standralson. I am here seeking Laird Colem Willowby. I have been told that he can be found at the residence of Prince Tambert.” I kept my voice low and my tone friendly.

    “Well, as to that I don’t know. There is a tax on entering the city. Four sparks, and ye must be lodged in an inn or hostel. No sleep’n in the street.” The guard didn’t seem to be interested in me beyond what he could shake me down for. There is no tax to enter the city, but he probably counts me low, seeing as I was again afoot.

    “Yes, sir. Four sparks, you said? I think I have that much. Just a moment.” I fished in my pouch for the copper coins, and presented them to the guard reluctantly. “Can you tell me if anyone is hiring? I don’t have much left to get home on after I sees Laird Willowby.”

    Guards have a universal dislike of having to help someone, and my asking caused them to find other urgent business that required their attention. I passed on, humming tunelessly. If this was a trap, then word should’ve been on its way to Colem. As night fell I began looking for an inconspicuous inn, and found one on a back street that was littered with the refuse of human society.

    The Broken Spur might have once been a fine establishment, but that was long ago. Now the door threatened to come off in my hand as I pushed it open. “Shut that door, yer let’n the heat out.”

    “Then buy some charcoal,” I replied. Inns such as this do not treat the soft spoken well. “Who runs this flea trap?”

    “I does, and watch yer mouth. What does ye want?” The innkeeper was a moderately fat man with the reddish complexion and rheumy eyes of a drunk and a drug user.

    “A room. And no questions.” I flipped a silver crown at him and watched it disappear into his apron.

    He pointed upstairs and raised three fingers. “Third door, left. This will hold you a week, no more.”

    I raised a finger and flared light from it. “Two weeks. I know what it’s worth, and even then the charge is high.”

    The innkeeper stepped back hurriedly and held his hands up in a placating manner. “Now, there be no reason to get nasty. Two weeks it is. No problem with that, none at all.”

    I went upstairs, keeping a close watch on my back. The room was pitiful, and already occupied. A spoken word and a touch of power sent the mice and roaches scurrying out the door and through cracks in the walls. I poured more power into the bed, and was rewarded with a cloud of fleas and worse. When I was satisfied that I was really alone, I sat down and began scanning the city for Laird Colem. 

    Oh, that is too funny. Who is trapping who?

    Laird Colem was, as stated, in the home of Prince Tambert. He was not, however, a guest. Prisoner was the term I chose to use, and Danlin’s presence in the prince’s bed confirmed my supposition that this was indeed a trap.

    Danny and the prince were engaged in a wild romp when a servant knocked at the door. “What?!” the prince demanded, and I shamelessly listened in.

    A nervous man opened the door a crack and peeked through. “Laird Prince, the man you said to watch for is here.”

    “Excellent! Have him captured and brought to me at once. And don’t disturb me again until morning. Do you understand?”

    “Yes, Laird Prince.” The man closed the door and withdrew, as did I. So, he wants me arrested, does he? First, he has to find me. I placed my money belt back around my waist and prepared to leave. I had given the innkeeper my right name, and I’m sure he reported it to the guard, as required. Now it was time to move on.

    I slipped silently out the window and erased all sign that I had been there. A quick jump and step down a strategically placed pile of trash led me to the alley behind the inn. I quickly covered my tracks again and made my way to the better parts of town, parts where Drake Standralson had never been heard of, but Standral Emverson is well known. A quick detour to another gate and a bit of magic put the memory of Standral Emverson, and his horse, firmly in the minds of the guards.

    “Standral, welcome back!” My friend and partner, Chanbern Olstenson, owner and innkeeper at the Silver Unicorn, shouted as he rushed from behind the bar and clasped me by the shoulders as soon as he recognized me. “It’s been years. Where have you been?” Chanbern could be overly enthusiastic at times, and his grasp on my shoulders was becoming painful.

    “Chan, settle down. You’re breaking my arms!” I laughed. “It’s only been ten years.”

    “Only ten years, he says. Ten long years not knowing if you were alive or dead. Ten years not having a partner to call on....”

    “Ten years of not having to share the profits. Don’t look at me that way. You haven’t simply banked my share away, waiting for my return.”

    Chanbern was looking at me strangely. “But I did. The Gold Merchant Silat Domberson has been holding your share. Every moon, for ten years, I have given over your share of the profits to be banked in your name until you came back, or we received proof that you were indeed dead.”

    Now, I have known Chanbern for fifteen years, but I never expected this. “You really did that? I have ten years’ worth of the profits banked with Silat?”

    “I did, and you do. I set it up after you disappeared up Chanders way. At first, I thought you might have just taken a long trip. Then, after a year with no word, I set up the account to be payable to your heirs, if they ever showed up. The title to the Unicorn is still half in your name. The Magistrates declared there has to be proof to declare a man dead and disperse his legacy. And, with no body or evidence that you were dead, you were alive in the eyes of the law.”

    I sat heavily on a barstool and groped for the mug the barmaid had set in front of me. It never occurred to me that Chanbern would do something like that for me. But here I sit, beer in hand, a rich man. Rich in more than gold. Chanbern excused himself to see to a customer, and I stared after him. Fifteen years ago, I had used my magic and what financial resources I had possessed to save Chanbern from being driven out of business by an Ice Laird. I was a silent partner, not having any real idea as to how to operate an inn at the time, but I’d backed him with gold and magic. And now, ten years after I had disappeared without a trace, he was presenting me with half of the profits from a decade of hard work. 

    “I think I need to lie down.”

    One of the serving girls led me to an upstairs room and left me alone. It would not have mattered if she had stayed. I was too far gone with shock to avail myself of her charms. In three hundred years I have had few true friends, and none of them would have done what Chanbern had.

    I awakened late the next morning. I walked into the main room and noticed that Chanbern was sitting at his favorite table with a man I didn’t recognize. He waved me over and introduced us. 

    “Standral, I want you to meet Master Trader Zenos Hypherian, from the Kingdom of Cornard. Zenos, my friend and partner, Laird Standral Emverson.” Chan was grinning like a cat with a mouse-tail hanging out of his mouth.

    Trader Zenos stood and bowed to me, which I returned in kind. I once spent three years in a Cornardian prison learning their version of courtesy. “To meet you, I am truly honored.” His accent is not as bad as some.

    “Zen sho mat sen, Namet Hypherian,” I replied in his language. It means the same thing, but is much more formal. I was taught their language and customs, both high and low, so that I might beg forgiveness from their High Councilor for daring to touch his person. Trader Zenos’ eyes widened considerably at my use of his language. Chan looked startled, but not overly so. I’ve been pulling things like this on him for as long as we’ve known each other.

    The trader recovered his composure quickly. “From your tongue, my language flows like silken rain. You honor me.” He bowed again, this time much more deeply.

    “I have been long away from your shores, Master Trader. Please forgive if my pronunciation is less than proper.” I returned his bow, being careful to bow lower than he had. Cornardian courtesy was dance that can continue for hours, and I was grateful to Chanbern for breaking in.

    “I will never cease to be amazed by you, Standral. How do you know the language of the Cornardians?” Chanbern was looking at me with new respect, so I told him the truth.

    “I made the mistake of touching a high official, and spent three years in prison being taught their language and customs so I could apologize.” Chanbern burst out laughing, and Trader Hypherian nodded knowingly.

    “Many foreigners make many mistakes in my land. To touch one of a higher station in life is forbidden. And foreigners of the lowest station are.” He bowed in apology for his comment, though it was the simple truth.

    I smiled and nodded my acknowledgment of his apology. “If I may ask, what brings you to our shore, Honored Master Trader?”

    Trader Hypherian smiled broadly, then looked at Chanbern. “My honored friend Innkeeper Chanbern consigned to my care a most valuable shipment for the Most High Councilor Set Cho Lepearnar. Fifty casks of fine ale did come to my hands, and fifty casks of fine ale did I deliver to the Most High Councilor. To deliver his payment have I come, and to ask of him another shipment. The Most High Councilor Set Cho Lepearnar many friends has, and to these friends the next shipment is to go.”

    I nodded sagely. That explained Chanbern’s smile. “Our good friend Chanbern is a most excellent brewer, Honored Master Trader. It has been my good fortune to have learned from him some small portion of his art.”

    Chanbern snorted delicately. Cornardians did not, as a rule, make rude noises. “Not half of what I have learned from you, my friend. Don’t let him fool you, Master Trader. He is as good as I am, and in some instances better. The brews that you delivered to the Most High Councilor Set Cho Lepearnar were made from his recipes.”

    Master Trader Hypherian nodded and smiled at both of us. I thought he had a better understanding of our language and culture than he wanted us to believe. After all, knowing your friends was far more important than knowing your enemies. “The Most High Councilor Set Cho Lepearnar sends his payment, and again as much. He wishes another fifty casks of your fine ale. Also into my care was entrusted the request from High Councilor Shomat Se Damart for twenty casks of ale, a request from High Councilor Scan Cont Chomat for twenty casks of ale, and a request from High Councilor Altan Sen Showman for twenty casks.”

    I laughed at the order. “I would seem that the Most High Councilor Set Cho Lepearnar has many friends who share his taste in beverage. I am sure that you understand that it will take time to brew so much.”

    “Yes. Our friend Chanbern has made this clear, and I am prepared to wait the winter through if need be. This is to the good for myself as well. The demand for such fine ale will grow with the winter, and by spring my own order will be much more valuable.” Trader Hypherian smiled broadly and I looked at Chanbern.

    “The Master Trader has requested an additional forty casks. That makes a total order of one hundred and fifty casks of ale.” 

    “Can we do it?” I asked.

    “We? You will be staying then?” 

    “Yes, for a while at least. I have other business here as well, but I think that it will wait for a time. Long enough to get two hundred casks started.”

    “Two hundred? Standral, what are you up to?” Chanbern grinned. He knows me fairly well, and knows that I don’t make simple mistakes.

    “As I said, I spent several years in Cornard. The Honored Master Trader would not be willing to wait the winter through, or risk his own profits, if the demand for the ale was not assured. Seeing that, it would make sense for us to invest a share as well. And it just so happens that the necessary funds are available.” I smiled and bowed formally to Chanbern while he laughed.

    “It just so happens that the funds are indeed available. Very well. We need to purchase the supplies as soon as possible, before the best are taken.” He turned to Trader Zenos. “My friend, please be welcome in my establishment. Standral and I will see that your order is made the highest priority.”

    Master Trader Zenos bowed to us, and we left to see Silat Domberson. The quarter where the Gold Merchants Guild is located is a fair walk from the Silver Unicorn, and Chanbern and I spent the time catching up. I told him a fantasy story about taking off with a merchant’s daughter and going out of the empire, and he didn’t believe one word of it. He didn’t call me a liar, but I could read it in his face. He respected my privacy though, probably assuming I had wound up in prison, or somewhere else unpleasant, and did not want to admit it.

    Silat Domberson, Master Gold Merchant and banker, stood as Chanbern and I entered his office. His smile at seeing Chanbern turned to shock when he recognized me. “It can’t be. Can it? Standral Emverson? I never thought to see you again.”

    Silat and I had been casual acquaintances when I had been here before, and I was gratified that he recognized me. “I did some traveling and had some interesting times, Master Silat. I was surprised to find that Chanbern had been banking my share of the Unicorn’s profits with you. Not many men would do that.”

    “Chanbern is an uncommon man. Let me get the ledger.” He turned away for a moment and returned with a fat book. “Now, let’s see. I show one hundred and twenty-two entries, totaling two hundred and thirty-nine gold crowns, fifteen silver crowns, and twenty-five sparks. Added to that is an interest payment of fifteen gold crowns, thirty silver crowns, and fifty-six sparks for allowing me to use the money. That gives you a total of two hundred and fifty-four gold crowns, forty-five silver crowns, and eighty-one sparks.” He turned the book to me so that I could check his figures. I nodded and he turned the book back. “I hope you are not going to want all of this at once. It will take some time to round up that much coin.”

    I was surprised by the amount of money he was talking about. “No, Master Silat, no, we don’t need all that much. No more than thirty gold crowns.” I was still blinking and stammering, so Chanbern took over.

    “We have a large order for ale from Master Trader Hypherian, and the money is to purchase the supplies. If it is possible, we would prefer the bulk of it in silver. You know how Grain Merchants get when they see gold.” Chanbern laughed at his own joke. The rivalry between the Gold Merchants and Grain Merchants had been going on for hundreds of years.

    Silat laughed as well. “Oh, yes. They see it so seldom that they often confuse it with silver.” He was referring to a time when a Master of the Grain Merchants’ Guild had tried, unsuccessfully, to use a silver scale for gold coins. He had been caught and hung as a cheat. “Very well. Three hundred silver should not be hard to come by. A moment, if you please.” He gestured to a comfortable sitting room and departed.

    “Standral, are you all right?” Chanbern was staring at me with concern.

    “I don’t know. When you said that you had been banking away my share, I never thought it was that much. Fifty, maybe sixty gold at most. But this? Two hundred and fifty-four gold? I’m having a hard time adjusting.” I poured myself a drink and one for Chanbern as well.

    “You must be. Three hundred silver? Even with the barrels and all the grains, we only need about one hundred. What are you planning to do with the rest?”

    Chanbern had a point. “I don’t know. I didn’t think, I just said the first thing that popped into my head. I’m sure I can find something to do with it.” I broke off as Master Silat returned with two burly young men. Each was laden with a brace of money sacks. They were armed as well.

    “Here you are, my friends. And I’m sending Math and Jom along with you. Walking about at any time of day with this much silver is bound to attract some attention.” 

    Chanbern and I both bowed to Master Silat and received the sacks from his men. Math preceded us out the door, with Jom following close behind. Ordinarily I would’ve found this to be an annoyance, but ordinarily I didn’t walk about the city with a year’s wages on my shoulder.

    Our shopping led us about the city, first to the Grain Merchants, then to the Coopers, and last to a porter who carried fresh spring water to the estates of the high and mighty. There was far too much of the city in city-water to allow for making truly good ale or beer.

    “You want how much water? Chanbern, what are you up to?” The porter, Mandar Dramerson, was another old friend, though he didn’t recognize me. “This is enough to make hundreds of casks of beer.”

    “That is exactly what we are making. You don’t recognize him, do you Mandar?” Chanbern was making it a game everywhere we went to make old acquaintances guess who I was. Few had done it.

    “No, I can’t say I do. Should I?”

    “Considering that Standral has been my partner for fifteen years, I should think so.” Chanbern burst out laughing as my name registered with Mandar.

    “Standral? No! I thought you were dead. Where have you been for the past few years?” Mandar was covering well, but his shock was plain to see.

    “Oh, here and about. I’ve never managed to plant my feet anywhere for very long.” I did not, as a rule, stay anywhere long enough to become well known. It helped me disappear when I needed to.

    We were soon on our way back to the Silver Unicorn, Math and Jom still in tow. In time we arrived, unmolested, and Chanbern paid the men with a few mugs of ale. Master Silat was paying them in coin, but it never hurts to have men who are handy with their weapons feeling friendly toward you.

    Late that night I made my first move against Danlin and Colem. Colem was still locked up in a basement room, and it was the work of a moment to cause the roof cistern to break, flooding his room to waist height. Several guards, as well as Prince Tambert and Danlin, rushed down to find out what had happened. As soon as Danlin’s feet hit the stairs I tripped her, causing her to kick Prince Tambert and the guards down into the water.

    “Watch your feet, you cow! Look at me!” Prince Tambert shouted. He was standing in water up to his waist while his guards were pulling themselves up from their knees.

    “Oh, Prince Tambert, I am so sorry. I don’t know what happened.” Danlin was clinging tightly to the railing to avoid another slip.

    Colem saw an opening and took it, grabbing a guard’s sword and threatening the prince with it. “You bastard! Why have you kept me locked up like this?” He didn’t get a chance to ask a second question. Another guard saw the sword in his hand and reacted. Laird Colem Willowby died with a knife through his heart, sinking below the surface of the water that had flooded his room.	

    Prince Tambert turned on the guard and growled, “I wanted him alive.”

    The guard stammered an apology and backed away from the prince, but Tambert was already leaving. As I pulled back, I could hear Danlin begging the prince’s forgiveness for her clumsiness. Colem was already forgotten.

    It took five days to get the massive amount of ale that we needed brewing, and by the end of that time I was ready to head back to Chanders. “Leave?” Chanbern was stunned by my announcement. “But you just got back. Where are you going?”

    “I told you. I have a nice little bit of a merchant’s daughter waiting for me. A very nice little butt, I mean bit.” I smiled at my intentional slip, and Chanbern started laughing. 

    “Oh, off with you. Never in my life have I seen a grown man act so much like a teenager. And shall I continue to have your share deposited with Silat?”

    “Yes, but I am having him add you to the account so that you can use those funds if necessary.” 

    I purchased a horse with some of the extra silver and headed back to Chanders and Brandis. Saddlebags, new clothes, and a hundred and twenty silver crowns made quite a load for the animal. “Well, Chan, I will be back down next summer. Stay well.” I am not much for long farewells.

    Chanbern waved as I rode away, and I kept going until I was well out of town. The road I was following would lead me to Chanders in twelve days, and I used the time to make plans. Colem is dead, but Danlin is still a problem.

    * * *

    The inns along the road housed me well enough, and I rode into Chanders late the twelfth day. Candry met me in the stables and excitedly helped me unload. 

    “Master Drake, it’s good to have you back. When we didn’t hear from you for so long, we feared the worst.”

    Someone has been working with her to improve her speech patterns. “I had to lay low for a while, Candry, but my business is finished for the time being. Where is Brandis?”

    “She be in your office, Master Drake.” Her excitement caused her to slip, but I hardly noticed.

    Brandis was in the main room, not the office, and we treated the staff and guests to a fine display when she saw me. Her arms were so tight around my neck that I was almost choking, and it was all that I could do to snatch a quick breath between kisses. 

    “Easy, Brandy, easy. Wait till we get to bed.” I laughed and held onto her as well.

    “I thought you were dead! We didn’t hear from you, and when we found out that Lady Danlin had gone to Greater Westport as well, we feared the worst.”

    “They tried the worst, but they never caught me. I am known by a number of different names there, and I simply became someone else.” I guided her to a table where Letten had placed a beer for me. “Laird Colem is dead, and not by my hand. It seems that he and Prince Tambert had a falling out. The last I heard of Laird Colem was that his body had been dumped into the harbor. Lady Danlin, if you choose to call her that, is the prince’s newest plaything.”

    “He’s welcome to her. I told my father what you said concerning her interest in the wool trade. He and his friends have bought her out. She doesn’t have any holdings here anymore.” Her eyes flashed a little when she spoke of Danlin, and I had the distinct impression that she was enjoying herself.

    “Good enough. And what about you? You seem glad to see me.” I smiled and received another long kiss. “Were there any problems while I was gone?”

    “None to speak of. A few of Lervin’s friends showed up and caused a scene, but Jory and Ansenel took care of them. Father knows about us, and I think he approves. I think he went away and thought about it, and decided that I was right to stay.” Her voice was wistful for a moment, then her eyes cleared. “I have other news. Did you notice that someone is missing?”

    I looked around and counted heads, but came up short one. “What happened to Portence?”

    “It turned out that her husband’s debt was to one of the men that Danlin was associated with. When father bought out their assets he chased him out of town, and his debt went with him.”

    “But, what about what her debt to the Falcon?” I was concerned, but not overly so. Portence had only owed about fifty sparks.

    “It was not to the Falcon. She was in debt to Laird Jacoby. Lervin was just collecting it for him.” She seemed pleased by that, and I decided to let it go. After all, what is half a silver crown?

    “I have news as well.” I looked about and spotted my saddlebags. “Amber, hand me those, please.” When they were on the table, I opened them, and poured out the rest of the silver crowns from Greater Westport.

    Brandis was silent for a moment, then reached out a tentative finger and moved them about a little. “Drake, where did all of this come from?”

    “I have friends and other business interests in Westport, both Greater and Lesser. This is just part of what I had waiting there. That was another reason for my going after Colem. If he had found out about it, he might have been able to convince the prince that he deserved some of it.” 

    “Father is going to howl when he finds out about Colem and Danlin. Now, about these other business interests. Who is taking care of you down there?” I was fairly sure that she was not talking about business, so I teased her. 

    “His name is Chanbern.” She looked startled and confused for a moment, then pulled her lips into a thin line. “He is co-owner of the Silver Unicorn in Greater Westport. There are also several Merchant Houses that I have money invested in.”

    “Co-owner? Are you the other co-owner?” When I smiled, she sat back and looked me straight in the eye. “We are going to talk.”

    “All right. Tomorrow, we talk. Tonight, I have a better idea.” She giggled as I stood, lifting her into my arms. 

    In our room I laid her gently on the bed. “I need a bath first. Care to join me?” Her smile deepened, and she nodded. 

    We played and made love in the tub until the charcoal for the water heater ran out, then we continued through the night in our room. I was sure the other servants didn’t get very much sleep, but I really didn’t care. I had been human for almost a moon without the company of a woman, and the need in me was overpowering. By the time we were both too exhausted to continue, the sun was greening the eastern sky. 

    Brandis murmured softly, “Well, that answers that question,” then drifted softly off to sleep. I joined her, sure that the others would not disturb us unnecessarily. 

    I was surprised to be awakened by the sound of a crowd in the main room at midday. I crawled out of bed and peeked through my window to find the main room packed full of men and women. Brandis had awakened when I got up, and she explained. 

    “I was approached a few days after you left by the masters of the Weavers and Carpenters Guilds about serving the midday meal, as well as the evening meal. Since we are no longer selling the girls, they feel that it is safe for them to bring their clients and journeymen here to eat. And it has been a moneymaker, both for us and the girls. Even Jory and Ansenel have picked up some loose coin helping drunken Masters back to their halls. The girls are picking up extra because the masters want to look better off that they really are in front of perspective clients, so they tip higher than they normally would.”

    “Smart girl. I knew there was more to you than big tits and a cute butt.” I laughed at her expression, then ducked when she threw a pillow at me.

    “Just for that I’m going to make you wait for your next surprise.” She got up and got dressed without another word, ignoring my attempts to wheedle it out of her.

    I took my time getting dressed, then went down to the office. Brandis had understated the effect that serving the midday meal had had on the Falcon. Our normal intake was about three and a half silver crowns per day, which wasn’t bad. But with the addition of the midday meal, our intake was up to five silver crowns per day while we are only laying out an additional forty sparks a day. That made for a net increase of one full silver crown per day. Impressive.

    * * *

    The normal routine of the Stooping Falcon kept me busy, but not excessively so. I found myself at loose ends about a moon after I returned from Greater Westport, and decided to use the free time to do something that I had intended to do for a long time. I visited the Head Magistrate, an old acquaintance from years before, and named Brandis my legal heir.

    “Are you sure you wish to do this, Master Drake? Once done, it will take three Magistrates to undo it, and that is only if she does not contest. If she does, it will take the High Laird to do it. And he is, after all, her father.” The Magistrate watched me closely, possibly looking for some sign of deceit.

    “I am sure, Head Magistrate. Brandis is my vowed mistress. Besides, I have no one else to leave it to if something happens to me. I travel around a great deal, and with the state the world is in, you never know what might happen. Even if we split up, she is still the best person that I know of to leave the inn to.” I sat back and gazed serenely at him, and he sighed.

    “Very well. I tried to talk you out of it. Sign here, and here.” He signed as officiating Magistrate, then read back what I had signed.

    “I, Drake Standralson, of my free will and without reservation, name Brandis Signardsdotter as my sole heir, to receive from me all properties and goods associated with the Stooping Falcon Inn, located on West Track in the city of Chanders, in the event of my confirmed death, or disappearance for greater than five years.” He looked up and shook his head. “You were gone for ten years the last time, Master Drake.” He folded over the paper and continued. “I leave no other heirs of my blood that are known to me, and have no relatives living within the Empire or without. Signed this day in the presence of Head Magistrate Grandar Frendersport.”

    I nodded my approval, then asked for copies to be made. When he asked why, I simply shrugged and said, “One can disappear or be altered. Five, in different hands, cannot.”

    I left the Head Magistrate and took one copy of the will to a Gold Merchant named Franc Tobiason. The second I took to a Cloth Merchant I had business dealings with, the third went to Bandar Wensterson. The fourth I delivered to High Laird Shanbelson.

    A servant let me in through a side door, and the High Laird met me on his way to the stables. “Make it fast, Drake. What do you want?”

    I bowed deeply before I spoke. “High Laird, I would appreciate it if you would hold this for me, and for Brandis.” I presented him with the copy and waited while he read it. “As you can see, I have named Brandy as my sole heir. That is the fourth of five copies. The others are safe with people who owe me favors. The fifth is for her to hold.” I smiled as he tried to digest the full import of the document. “The Falcon is not my only business holding. I do, and will, travel about a great deal. This ensures that Brandy is taken care of if something happens to me. I believe I can count on you to ensure she gets everything she deserves if I disappear.”

    “Yes, of course. But are you sure about this? Are you sure you have no children running about that this will leave out in the cold?” He knew me by reputation, and the company that I kept the last time that I was here, but he really knew very little about me personally.

    “I am sure, High Laird. An unfortunate accident left me unable to sire children many years ago. I can still function, but nothing ever comes of it.”

    The High Laird was still blinking in surprise when I bowed and took my leave of him. I returned to the Falcon and gave Brandis her copy. 

    “Drake? What does this mean? Why?” She was confused and upset by what I had done, though she didn’t turn me down.

    “Brandis, I told you that I have enemies. If a knife finds me late some night, I want you and the Falcon to be taken care of. And, as you have seen, I do travel about a great deal. If I end up dead in some alley in Westport, or of some other town, the Falcon is yours after five years. I made similar arrangements for Chanbern as to the Unicorn.” I waited for her to say something, but she just sat and stared at me.

    “You told me when you left that if you didn’t come back the Falcon was mine, but I didn’t believe it. This is official. I don’t know what to say.” Her eyes were very big and round, and there seemed to be a tear or two trying to escape.

    “Just say you love me.” That always worked. Before I knew what was happening, I was flat on my back with her on top of me, kissing me wildly.

    Word spread to the other servants quickly, and the night became an occasion for a party. High Laird Shanbelson dropped in and congratulated Brandy on her good fortune and assured me that there would not be any trouble concerning her inheritance. That’s the nice thing about important relatives.

    * * *

    I used the documents in my possession to reinstate myself in the wool trade, as well as other businesses that I had once taken an interest in. The lairds, especially the High Laird, welcomed me, but with reservations. Not being able, or willing, to account for the last ten years had some of them nervous.

    Winter was fast approaching, and I felt the need to go again. Amber did not understand, and I was afraid that Brandis would not understand either.

    “What? Leave again? Drake, I don’t understand. You know how you are in the winter. What will you do when your knees start swelling?” Brandy was hard to face when she got mad.

    “Now, Brandy, I told you before that I have other business interests in Westport. I have to go check on Chan and my other investments.” I kissed her, but she was not in the mood to be nice. 

    I rode out of Chanders again, though this was my last time. When next I set foot in this city, Brandis will be long gone. I wonder what she will make of my disappearance?

    I made the trip to Greater Westport with no problem, and dropped in on Chanbern. “Well, Chan, how was the summer?” 

    Chan was happy to see me, and made sure that I was well informed as to our business. I made my final good-byes, though he did not recognize them as such, and headed into Lesser Westport. I do, in fact, have a number of small investments there. Once in place, I initiated the last step of my revenge. Danlin was still looking for Drake Standralson, and she was about to find him. I created a dagger that bore her family crest. Then I located several degenerates who deserved a death sentence for several reasons and built a fine story in their minds. 

    * * *

    Lady Danlin stood in front of Prince Tambert, shaking from the cold and fear. “Don’t lie to me, slut. They were found with your dagger, still freshly stained with his blood.”

    “But, my Laird Prince, I did no such thing. Why would I hire such as these to kill him when you had already sentenced him to death?” Danlin scrubbed her hands together nervously.

    “I don’t know, but I intend to find out. Bring them in.” Prince Tambert watched as two men in threadbare clothes were brought before him in chains. “What have you to say for yourselves?”

    “Laird Prince, we be but common men, with common failings. When the lady did come to us with the gold, we was willing to do as she asked. And the other payment, well that made it sweeter. She be a fine lady, and I has never had such a fine piece, begging your pardon.”

    Danlin screamed, “What!? How dare you..?” Danlin was beside herself with rage. “How dare you common slugs say such things about me? That I would pay to have Drake killed, that is well known, but to imply that I gave you sexual favors as well is just too much to be believed. Laird Prince, you can’t believe such lies?”

    “In truth, I do have misgivings as to that part of the story. Have you any proof?” Prince Tambert was feigning boredom, but his twitching fingers revealed that he was actually furious.

    “Well, Laird Prince, she do be a fine one, but when she be excited, she do speak like a wharf wench. Nasty like.” The first said. Before Danlin could say more, the other began.

    “And she has a mark, a birth mark like, on her right butt cheek. It do look like a bird, almost.”

    Prince Tambert had heard enough. Standing quickly, he drew a sword and cut both of their throats with a single swing. Danlin screamed, not from the sight of blood, but from the look in Prince Tambert’s eyes.

    “No, please! They were lying! Someone told them those things! Please, I didn’t betray you!” She was crying and begging on her knees when he reached her. He began to swing the sword again, then stopped himself. He smiled as a better idea came to his mind. 

    Turning to his Master of Shipping, he asked a simple question. “Master Wenterscroft, doesn’t the Flying Goose need a new ship’s whore?”

     Danlin realized his intention and began screaming, protesting her innocence, but it did her no good. By the end of the day, she was installed in the fo’c’sal of the Flying Goose, chained to the bed.

    * * *

    So Drake Standralson was dead once again. In a letter I left with Silat Domberson I explained my dual identity to Chanbern. It is addressed so that he will be notified in the event of the death of Standral Emverson, or Drake Standralson. A copy was to be sent to Chanders, to Brandis. Together, Brandis and Chanbern were my family, and I wanted them to know one another.

    I sailed the night sky over Greater Westport on dragon wings one last time. In a few years I mean to return, to tell Chanbern the final story, but that is in the future. For now, the east beckons.

    * * *

    “A ships’ whore?” Saunder asked in a stunned tone. “He sentenced a noblewoman to be raped by the entire ship’s company?” 

    Drake had to good grace to look uncomfortable. “It was a fairly common punishment for traitors back then. Women, at least. And Tambert was a miserable excuse for a prince to begin with.” He shook his head. “Not many women lasted more than a year. I don’t know what happened to Danny. Honestly, I didn’t care. I was hoping he’d cut her throat and throw her body into the harbor like she tried to have done to me.”

    Rochelle looked slightly sick. “I think I’d prefer dragon-fire.” 

    Mellody nodded. “At least it would be quick.”

    “That was the point, Mel,” Drake said softly as he held her hand. “A man would have been tortured to death over a long period. If he was too badly hurt, a Healermage would have revived him so it could continue.”

    “How horrible,” Rochelle murmured. 

    Now Mellody shifted position and stared at Drake. “About this Brandis—”

    Rochelle giggled. “Melly, I’ve never heard you sound jealous before.”

    Mellody looked at her oldest friend and said, “Well, I was never married before.”

    Drake smiled softly and reached over to take her hand. “She has been dead for over four hundred years, Mel. There is nothing for you to worry about.”

    Mellody looked startled. “You told that story like it was just last year.”

    Now Drake looked at the floor. “You have to understand that with a dragon’s lifespan, it seems like it was.”


    Adventure 11 
The Dragon’s Rest Inn

    AMBERDRAKE SIGHED AS HE SAILED OVER the mountains. These were the mountains where he had first seen Amber and Lissette. The years had made changes here, as everywhere, and he had a hard time spotting the place where he had first seen the rape of a young girl, and set into motion the life he had lived. The cart track that had led past the mountain had been replaced by a wide, well maintained road. The cave itself was still there, and untenanted, the mountains resisting the encroachment of man. Landing, he looked about and remembered. There was where the bandits died. Here was where Lissette had lain. And here, here was where Amber first challenged me. He could still hear the echoes of her voice as she told him to “get it over with.” So very long ago, yet only a blink in time for a dragon.

    Sighing, he curled up on the ledge and looked out over the forest. The existence of the clan of Amberdrake’s Children had come as a surprise. To think that Amber’s descendants have come so far, and it all started here. In this cave. On this ledge. The moon found him asleep, dreaming dragon dreams of another time. 

    The creaking of harness and the clopping of steel shod hooves on the road woke him in the early dawn. A carter was making his way over the road, and his cheerful voice echoed as he spoke to his horse. 

    “Well, Abigail, here we go again. Damn, I wish there were an inn in this pass. I know, I say the same thing every trip, but I wish it nonetheless. And I know that you wish it too. Now, don’t try to deny it. You would love a nice night in a stall. I know you, girl. You don’t like standing in the dark, listening to the wolves any more than I do.” The man’s voice faded as he moved on, but the echo of his words rang through Amberdrake’s head.

    An inn in the pass? Launching himself into the sky, he followed the road. The carter and Abigail saw his shadow, and paused to watch him. The man in awe, the horse in fear. Dragons are, after all, predators. The pass was a long one, easily a two-day trip for the average wagon. There were several springs that fed tricking streams, and they had been channeled to bring water to the road. Near the mid-point was a plateau, and there was evidence that this was the favored stopping point for the trip. A wide area had been cleared, and there was a large pile of sticks and brush piled up as firewood. Landing, he surveyed the area and nodded to himself. This will do nicely. But there were problems to handle first. These were claimed lands, and as such, he had to find out who to bribe to legally build his inn. After all, he would one day leave it to a member of Amber’s family. Transforming into his human form, he dressed himself as a moderately prosperous man and waited. 

    The carter saw a lone man sitting in the camping area by a fire. He was cautious, but not overly so. The dukes had joined forces to eradicate the bandits that had once inhabited the mountains and preyed on the traders. 

    “Hello there, stranger. Can a lonely man share your fire?”

    Drake looked up and grinned. “One lonely man to another, be welcome.” 

    The carter maneuvered Abigail so that she stopped the wagon beside the fire. Drake stood and smiled. “I am Drake Emverson,” he said, bowing. 

    “Cray Farabee, and this is Abigail. What brings you into the mountains alone, if you don’t mind my asking?” Cray was looking about, trying to determine if Drake was truly alone. 

    “Passing through. My horse ran off while I was relieving myself, and I’ve been looking for her for half the day. Her tracks left the road a way back, and I was hoping to find her here, at the spring.” He gestured back over his shoulder to where a spring bubbled up inside of a man-made pond. 

    “There are a lot of springs in these mountains, Goodman Drake. A lot of springs and forage, if your horse ain’t picky. I also saw a dragon sailing over this morning. I hate to say it, but she may very well be a meal by now. Either way, you aren’t likely to see her again. I can take you down to Kelsey in the morning, if that’s the direction you’re traveling.” Cray offered, and Drake nodded.

    “Thank you. I’m a stranger in these parts,” Drake answered honestly enough. “What kingdom am I in?” 

    “Highsterad, but it ain’t a kingdom. Duchy. Kelsey is in Genleaf. It’s a duchy too.” Cray supplied, nodding to himself.

    “A duchy of what kingdom?” Drake asked. He was familiar with half a dozen arrangements for governments, but duchies were invariably part of larger kingdoms. 

    “No kingdom, not anymore. Used to be part of Forinstan, back before the revolution. Old Blackmoore was the last king the dukes wanted, so they kept the power for themselves. Been a good thing, for the most part.”

    The mention of Blackmoore shocked Drake. Did that kingdom stretched this far south? Did all of that happen in Forinstan? Nodding his understanding, he looked about. “Aren’t there any inns or roadhouses along this pass? It seems to be a long haul over these mountains.”

    Cray shook his head. “No, none. Trouble with here is that it’s so isolated, and the pass snows solid in the winter. The nearest sawmill is also a five-day haul. Take a rich man to build here, and rich men want rich pickins. A roadside inn or roadhouse, as you called it, would have to be built by an established house as well. Both dukes demand that no one but reputable Houses operate in their territories.”

    Morning saw Drake sharing a ride with Cray and Abigail. Cray’s treatment of the animal was amusing to Drake. Cray saw his reaction and smiled. “I spend most of my time alone with her. Seems a shame to ignore her. And she has a great deal more sense than a number of people I know.”

    Kelsey turned out to be a moderately prosperous town, and Drake thanked Cray for the ride before he disappeared into the traders’ section of town. Drake headed toward the more affluent section, scanning the surroundings for thieves. He was not about to become the Daemon in broad daylight, so he contented himself with magicking the coins out of the thieves’ pouches. By the time he reached an inn with the familiar golden dragon in the corner of the frame he was carrying an impressive hoard of coins, though there was little gold or silver among them. 

    The Green Valley was a small inn when compared to the Silver Unicorn, but neat and tidy. “Yes, Lord, how may I serve you?” the innkeeper, a tall, thin man, asked as soon as the door had closed. 

    Smiling, Drake used the recognition signal that Chanbern had taught him, and the innkeeper relaxed. “I need a room and board for a night or three, Cousin. And possibly an introduction to the lord here.”

    “Welcome, Cousin. I am Nicholas Doubek. I don’t know you, do I? You don’t look familiar.” Nicholas asked, looking closely at Drake in the poor light.

    “No, you don’t. I am from Greater Westport, in the Darendian Empire. I am Drake Emverson.” He paused to bow. “I just came through the pass. Has the family ever tried to establish an inn up there? It looks like a prime location to me.”

    “No, no one has ever tried. That’s because as good as it looks now, it can be the purest hell in the winter. That pass snows solid for three to five weeks a year. No trade, no travelers, and no way out. That is also bandit country when the Guards are snug in their barracks.” Nicholas had seated Drake at a table and called for beer and food. The serving woman who brought the meal was a surprise. Middle aged and heavy, she didn’t look like an average inn wench. “This is my wife, Illana.”

    Drake stood again and bowed. “I am pleased to meet you, Cousin.”

    His use of the term cousin caused her eyes to widen. “Well, isn’t this a surprise. Where are you from, Cousin?”

    “The Darendian Empire,” Nicholas supplied. 

    “A far traveler indeed. Welcome. Are you just passing through, or here on business?” she asked, watching him closely.

    “Both. I was just passing through, but I think that business is going to take over. I was just asking about an inn in the pass,” Drake answered, watching her closely.

    “You are in the wrong duchy, Cousin Drake. And that pass isn’t the place for an inn. Not the type that our clan can afford to build,” Illana said, watching Drake closely. 

    “Maybe, maybe not. I am a Mage, by the way. How are your protective spells?” he asked, looking down at the plate of bison and onions that she had set in front of him. 

    “Holding, but they could stand to be renewed, if you’re offering,” Nicholas answered. It was standard practice, according to Chanbern, to offer whatever service you could to any of the family that you visited. Drake’s power as an Adept Mage was beyond any human Mage, and he was making it his practice, whatever name he was using, to install very powerful spells on the family businesses. 

    Drake nodded and commenced eating with unusual gusto. There had been nothing to eat in the pass, and he was feeling the pinch from not renewing his reserves after transforming. After his plate was cleaned of even the juice from the onions, he closed his eyes briefly and renewed the spells. He also repaired some minor damage to the roof that the failing spells had not prevented. 

    Illana led him up to a smallish room, smiling and shrugging an apology. “Sorry, but the good rooms are all full of paying customers, Cousin. You understand.” 

    Drake nodded and assured her that he did indeed understand. Since he was not going to be staying very long, he didn’t mind at all. As darkness fell, the Daemon took to the streets of Kelsey. The thieves were, as usual, active after dark, and he found easy, if slim, pickings among them. The sun saw him counting out his take. Not bad, but not very good either. 

    Nicholas greeted him as he came down the stairs. “Did you sleep well, Cousin?” 

    “Quite well,” Drake answered, looking about. “I’ll be heading back over the mountains this morning to see the Duke of Highsterad. Where can I buy a horse?”

    Nicholas was surprised by his question. “Are you still determined to try and build an inn in the pass? That’s going to be very expensive.”

    “Not really. I told you, I’m a Mage. I intend to use magic to cut stone for the walls and slates for the roof. The only thing that I have to do is buy supplies, and help. And permission to build. Does the family have a branch in Highsterad?”

    “Oh, yes. In Cederholm, the capital. Cousin Haslett Farrier runs a branch of the trading house there. I will give you directions to his house. I hope you’re successful in your endeavor, Cousin, but I don’t hold out much hope. Even with the permission of the duke, that is not a prime spot for an inn.”

    Drake nodded and left, purchasing a horse from Illana’s brother. The trip was long, but uneventful. Ten days in the saddle delivered him to Cederholm. The trading house was easy to find, and Drake found himself both welcome and suspected. 

    “Why didn’t you stop in before, Cousin?” 

    “I didn’t know you were here,” Drake answered truthfully. “I looked for an inn, but didn’t see one. It didn’t occur to me to watch the trading houses.”

    “We are a bit out of the way, dearest,” Haslett’s wife, Odetta said, smiling softly. “What is your business, Cousin?”

    “Innkeeper, and Mage. I was traveling and found myself intrigued by the lack of an inn on the pass between Harley Point and Kelsey. Nicholas thinks I’m mad, but I want to try.” Drake laughed, and both Haslett and Odetta shook their heads. 

    “He’s right. That pass is impassable in the dead of winter. A man would have to be crazed to want to be there when the weather closes in. And if he isn’t, he would be by the time the snow melts again,” Haslett said, and Odetta nodded her agreement. 

    “What is it that you want from us, Cousin?” Odetta asked, looking into his eyes.

    “I need information as to whose hand to cross with gold to get permission to build,” Drake said softly, looking into the eyes of both of them.

    Haslett’s mouth twisted into a bitter grimace. “Lord High Councilor Mason Durand. He is a pig, but a powerful pig. He can give you the permission you want, but it will likely cost you twenty or thirty gold crowns.”

    Drake nodded and bid his hosts goodnight, retiring to the guest room that they had provided him. Once the house was quiet, he slipped out again. The Daemon stalked the night, and the thieves of Cederholm died. The capital was a large, prosperous city, and there were thieves in plenty. The Daemon concentrated on the more prosperous. And, as always, thoroughly enjoyed slaughtering them. Especially the drug lords. Ice, as well as a powdered plant extract from the southern seas, vied with each other for control of the people. Three Ice Lords and one Duster were found spread about their manors in the morning, with none the wiser as to what had shredded them. A little magic turned the unfamiliar coins into the heavy Shreverston gold crowns he was most familiar with.

    At morning meal, Drake asked to borrow a pouch. “I have a lot of coins to carry, and I can’t keep them hidden if I am going to see this Lord Durand.”

    “Where..?” Odetta asked, staring at Drake with wide eyes.

    Drake opened his coat and tapped his vest. “Sewn into the vest. That’s why I’ve been so tired. I was carrying a hundred Shreverston gold crowns. I came out this way to see about establishing myself.” Odetta tittered as Haslett stared. It looked like he had been half convinced that Drake was going to ask him for the money. “Now all I need is an introduction.”

    Haslett nodded, shaking off his surprise. “Very well. Come along, but leave your gold hidden until it’s needed. And don’t admit that you have any more than twenty. Lord Mason will set his bribe by how much he thinks you have. He is relatively honest about his graft. Not greedy, compared with some of the others.”

    Haslett led Drake to the palace, and spoke to the Guards at the gate. After an hour of cooling their heels, they were summoned. Lord High Councilor Durand looked at the men in front of him and frowned. He knew that Haslett was not prosperous enough to warrant his attention, but the other man looked more interesting. 

    “How may I be of service to you, Citizens?”

    Haslett stood, motioning Drake to join him. Bowing, he made Drake’s request. “Lord Durand, if you please, this is a cousin from far away. He is interested in establishing an inn in the pass between Harley Point and Kelsey. We have come to you to seek permission.”

    “The fees for establishing such an inn would be high. Would this be an inn of your house, Haslett, or an unaffiliated inn?” 

    Drake answered, bowing very low before speaking. “An inn of the house of Amberdrake’s Children, most honored lord. My branch of the family keeps inns in the Darendian Empire.”

    That had the lord blinking and looking closely at Drake. “For a foreigner, you speak our language quite well. Seeing that Amberdrake’s Children are so well known, I am inclined to grant this request. The fees will be, now let me see,” the lord paused and looked at some papers, “fifteen gold crowns.” He looked up and saw that both Haslett and Drake wore depressed looks on their faces. Too high, but I’ve already said it. 

    Drake took a deep breath, and then sighed. “I have that much, Lord Durand, but little more.” He pulled his pouch from his belt and counted out the crowns. 

    Lord Durand picked up one of the unfamiliar coins and weighed it in his hand. “This is a strange coin. Where is it from?”

    “Shreverston, Lord Durand. It is a major port city in the Empire, on the Antenian Sea,” Drake answered. He caught the look of surprise that crossed the lord’s face. Apparently, he had not believed that Drake was from so far away. 

    “This is a heavy coin. Easily twice the weight of a Highsterad crown. I think seven of these will be sufficient.”

    Drake bowed and managed a smile as he said, “Thank you, honored lord.”

    Drake and Haslett left an hour later with the necessary parchment, properly signed and sealed. Haslett was all but laughing as they passed the gates. 

    “Did you see his eyes? You using those foreign coins caught him completely off guard. Now, what else can I do for you, Cousin?”

    “Nothing. You have been very helpful, Cousin, and I thank you. I will be leaving in the morning,” Drake said, smiling at the look on Haslett’s face. “It is still going to take me a moon or more to build a structure that will stand up to the winter.”

    * * *

    Drake returned to the pass and surveyed the area. The mountains were basalt, not ideal for building in normal conditions, but just right for what he had planned. The molten stone had crystallized into hexagonal pillars, and those pillars were what he wanted. But I need more power than this human body can manage. 

    Quickly scanning the area, he determined that there was no one near, and transformed. He did not eat the horse, though. He still needed it. Launching himself into the sky, he searched the countryside. A small herd of wild sheep soon formed a warm, fuzzy lump in his belly. Flying back to the plateau, he landed on a rocky outcropping and began his task. 

    Pillars of solid rock began unearthing themselves and stacking into a pile. Once he was content with the number of pillars, he began breaking them up into six-foot lengths and tapering them. One end was slightly narrower than the other, so they would form a circle when they were stacked. Others he broke into three-foot-long pieces and similarly tapered them, then set them aside. These would be for the inn proper. The longer ones were for the outer wall. The horse was well out of the way, so he began stacking, layer upon layer, until he had built a circular enclosure thirty feet high, and four hundred feet in diameter. Then he flew off again to fetch another meal. Working so much magic is making me hungry.

    Six elk formed a very substantial meal, even for Amberdrake, and he brought two back for future meals as well. Transforming back into Drake, he collected his horse and entered the enclosure. Now for the hard part. 

    The inn itself was to be circular as well, but he had to be more careful about his construction. It would not do at all to have the place collapse. He again used the natural shape of the stone to his advantage, shaping and stacking the stones to form a circle one hundred feet in diameter. A central pillar would be the tie point for the longer pillars that would support the floors. Darkness fell before he could complete the bottom floor, which he intended to use as the stables. Leaving animals outdoors during a storm in this pass could be deadly.

    The horse woke him in the morning, whinnying entreatingly and nosing the bag of grain he had brought for it. Sighing, he poured a measure of the grain into a shallow depression and fetched more water as well, then ignored the horse. There was a lot of work to do.

    The inn took shape quickly, and he finished it after twenty days of near-constant toil. Circular, standing four stories tall, the outer walls were built of fitted basalt rods, forming stout walls that were three-feet thick. The roof was basalt shingles. The interior was basalt tile floors, six-inch thick basalt block walls, and a wide, deep, basalt block circular stairway between the floors that twisted around the central pillar. The problem, which Drake noticed as soon as he was finished, was that it was also basalt gray. Depressing. Sighing, he scoured the surrounding countryside for stone of other colors, but little was available. He did find a vein of white stone, and became Amberdrake for a day to mine it. This stone he used as accents, replacing alternate floor tiles to form an attractive pattern. Similar wall tiles, carved by magic, added a touch of decoration to the place. 

    Drake had made trips to both sides of the pass as the days passed, buying the things he could not provide for himself, including massive timbers for a set of gates. His gold had arranged delivery, and his display of magic ensured that the mill owner did not forget him. The timbers were neatly stacked near the opening in the enclosure wall, and he busied himself building, installing, and decorating them. Foot thick timbers were bound together with precision, then milled flat with magic. He had decided to make the doors the sign as well. Dragon’s Rest was the name he had chosen, flaunting the family affiliation, and he spent hours carefully carving them to show a dragon curled beside the inn. 

    Now that the inn was constructed, it was time to furnish it. He had commissioned beds, tables, chairs, and stout wooden mugs from carpenters on both sides of the pass, and traveled first to Harley Point to arrange delivery. The Carpenter’s League had done well, and five wagonloads followed him back. The apprentices helped move the furniture into the rooms for a silver crown each, while the journeyman supervised. Once they were gone, he traveled to Kelsey to see Nicholas and Illana. 

    Nicholas was in the yard, seeing to a traveler’s horse, when Drake arrived. “Well, stranger, what brings you to these parts?” he asked, grinning broadly. 

    “Beer. I need a beer. I ran out three days ago, and I’m about to die,” Drake said theatrically, clutching at his throat.

    Nicholas waved him inside, laughing. Illana met him and led him to a table. Beer and bison stew were quickly placed before him, and he sighed with pleasure. “Illana, I am going to steal you from Nick and make you my own.”

    “You always promise, but you never carry through. How is your inn coming? You were optimistic the last time that you would be done by now?” she asked, looking at him from the corner of her eye.

    “I’m finished building. I came to collect the furnishings that I ordered, and to see about some help. How’s the local market for indentured servants?” he asked, sipping the fine Amberdrake Clan beer and sighing. 

    Illana looked curiously at him. “Indentured? What’s that?”

     “People who are in servitude to repay a debt.”

    Illana shook her head. “Why do that when you could just sell a woman or slave to pay the debt?”

    Drake was suddenly chilled. He had forgotten, for one moment, exactly where he was. Men owned women here, or male slaves. “Sorry, I had forgotten that. What is the market for women and slaves like?”

    “Good, so late in the year. The farmers are getting rid of some of their excess help. What are you looking for?” she asked, busily polishing a large platter. 

    “Six women, four men. Preferably pretty women and strong men,” he answered, silently cursing the culture these people lived in.

    Illana thought for a moment. “That shouldn’t be hard, so long as your definition of pretty isn’t too firm.” 

    The next three days were spent bargaining for the servants who would return with him to the pass. The four men were easy picks. It was the women that he had trouble with. In the end he had seven, having the misfortune of finding sisters who would not be separated after finding the other five. Seven wagonloads of beer making supplies, along with food of every kind and other supplies for the inn, left Kelsey and followed Drake back up the pass. 

    When he arrived at the Dragon’s Rest, he found Cray Farabee camped outside the gates. “Hello there! What’s this? I traveled this way a moon ago, and nothing. Now this inn, but the gates are closed.”

    Drake laughed. “Hello, Cray.” Turning, he bowed to the horse. “Hello, Abigail. The inn isn’t ready yet, but come inside anyway.” Turning, he addressed the eldest of the women, Sadie Alicock, and motioned her forward. “Sadie, take the rest of the women and get yourselves settled in the rooms at the back of the top floor.” At her nod, he turned to the eldest of the men, Waite Seaton, and motioned him forward. 

    “Waite, take the others and see to the horses and wagons. I want the furniture taken to the main room, the food to the kitchen, and the hay and grain to the stables. Pick one of the other men and have him bring water up to the kitchen. There’s a spring in the stables. Andrew knows how to handle horses, so leave them to him.” Waite nodded, his graying hair bobbing. He was the eldest by ten years, and had been sold because he was so old. 

    Turning back to Cray, Drake grinned. “Now I can properly repay you for the ride you gave me. I have a cask of good beer that I purchased from the Green Valley Inn. Care for a mug?” Drake laughed at the thunderstruck expression on Cray’s face. 

    “You built this in a moon? I want to hear this story.” Turning, he clicked his tongue at Abigail, and she obediently came to him, wagon still in tow. They had just arrived, having set out from Harley Point that morning, proving that this was indeed the midpoint of the pass. 

    Drake filled him in on the how, why and when of his building the inn over mugs of Nicholas’ beer. “...So you just up and built it, did you? You should have said you were a Mage. I could have charged you for that ride.”

    Drake laughed. “I paid you, though you didn’t know it. Or rather, I paid Abigail. You may not have noticed, but your wheels were in need of repair. I fixed them so they rolled easier.”

    “She wasn’t straining as hard after that, I have to admit. Oh, very well, it is not as if it cost me a copper to bring you down. This is good beer. Another?” Cray asked, and Drake drew two more mugs.

    The women came down and formed a line at Drake’s shoulder. Turning, he surveyed them closely. Sadie was the oldest, nearly thirty, and had come from another inn that was faring poorly. Two silvers had secured her, and she was humiliated by it.

    Robyn Harkness was the next in age, at twenty-six. She had cost a full gold crown, but promised to be worth it. She had been an assistant cook for Lord Zane Keller until it was discovered that the lord was also using her as a spare mistress. His wife, who had turned a blind eye to his mistresses outside of the house, would not stand for him keeping her under the same roof. Since the roof had come with the wife, the servant had to go.

    Melinda Eagle was next, with her sister, Janna. Melinda was twenty, Janna was nineteen, and the two of them had come from a farm family who had fallen on hard times, mostly because of the two girls. Together they had rejected every suitor who had come to their father, who had spoiled them shamelessly. Now they had to go, and Drake had lain out a gold and three silvers for the pair. He had really only wanted Melinda, but it was both or neither. 

    The fifth woman was a pinch-faced, tiny woman of seventeen named Jael Banker. Another discarded mistress, she had been the property of a merchant who preferred them young. She had become too mature for him, and he sold her to Drake for three silvers. Drake had kept his mouth shut, but had whispered a spell as he departed. Merchant Ladd was even now experiencing a run of ill fortune that would eventually ruin him. 

    Sixth in line was Veda Cress. Tall and muscular, she had been another farm girl whose father could not find a suitable husband. The problem, as her father had explained it, was her head. She had strange ideas about how the world should be, and kept voicing her opinions. Drake had listened for a moment and taken her without reservation. The girl actually believed that she should have a choice as to what she was going to do with her life. Her father would not let her go for less than eight silvers, and Drake had managed to look unhappy about the purchase price.

    The last, and youngest, was Allison Gifford. She was sixteen, round and firm, and ugly as a mud fence. Drake had taken her out of pity, and a sudden feeling that she was more than she seemed, though he could not place what it was. Five silver, the average price for a girl who was not a virgin, had secured her from the Weaver’s League, though he was assured that she was indeed a virgin. With another girl, that would be worth another gold crown, but for one who looked like Allison..?

    The men were bringing the tables and chairs up and placing them at Waite’s direction, and Drake sent Sadie, who knew inns, to help direct the placement. Robyn was sent to the kitchen, along with Jael, to begin organizing the pantry and prepare a meal. Once the men had seen to their tasks, Drake called them to his side. 

    Beside Waite was Andrew Eakins. Andrew was a young man of twenty, and had cost the most. Three gold crowns had been necessary to get the owner of the community stables to part with him, but it was essential that he have a man who truly knew horses. 

    The next man, Kelson Fuller, was also young. At sixteen, he had come from a trader who had run afoul of the Merchant’s League, and needed five gold crowns to pay his fine. Drake had paid two gold for him, declining to buy the three experienced whores the trader was also selling. 

    The last man, Sebastian Appelgate, was another story entirely. A mercenary who had gotten into a fight while traveling through the area, he had been jailed until he could pay his fine. He could not pay his fine because he was in jail and could not earn any money. He had been made a slave to the city lord, and had been the practice target for the City Guard. His ungentle tutelage had improved the Guards, those who had not been too badly hurt, and Lord Parker was more than happy to part with him for five silver, the price of his original fine. The only thing that was keeping him from running off was a total lack of weapons. 

    Drake nodded to each of them, then spoke. “As of now, you are all my employees. If you wish to leave, you must buy your freedom. You will be earning wages, so that freedom is possible. If it is your wish to remain after your cost is paid, you are welcome. My reasons are not entirely altruistic. I do not approve of slavery, but recognize the necessity in some cases. It is my belief that freemen work better and harder than slaves. Your freedom and self-determination are within your grasp. It is your decision. Waite,” he paused to ensure that the man was paying attention, “you are in charge of the outside of the inn. I want the yard neat, and any plants trimmed.” 

    Turning to each man in turn, Drake detailed them to their tasks. “Andrew, the stables are yours. I want them clean and well stocked at all times. I have been informed that storms can spring out of nowhere at this time of the season. You and one of the others, probably Kelson, will be headed down the hill with two wagons for as much hay as you can haul. Kelson, you assist Waite and Andrew as needed.” Turning to Sebastian, he smiled. 

    “Sebastian, there is a harness and an assortment of weapons over by that window,” he paused to point, and smiled at Sebastian’s sudden interest, “I want you dressed out and armed. You are the only enforcer I intend to employ. You will also be going with Andrew and Kelson tomorrow.”

    Turning to face all of them squarely, he looked each in the eye as he spoke. “I am a stranger in these duchies, and, as such, I have some strange ideas. You will each have a room on the top floor, as the women do. I do not forbid interaction between you and them, but I do demand this.” He held up a finger to catch their attention. “They have to agree. You may ask, but you may not demand. They may say no, and that is the end of it. If I have to intervene in even one case of you forcing yourself on one of the women, out you go. And here, in this pass, that can be a death sentence.”

    All four men nodded, looking wide-eyed at Drake and each other. Sebastian immediately went to the window and began strapping on the weapons. They were not the best quality, but the double-handed broadsword, short-sword, dirk and twin daggers were all well-made and utilitarian. The harness was made to a standard style that he was familiar with. In a matter of a few moments he had transformed from a defiant, sullen slave to a confident man-at-arms again. His grin as he bowed to Drake was both happy and satisfied. 

    Drake nodded and returned to the table where Cray was waiting. Cray looked up and smiled. “Well, friend Drake, you seem to be well settled. The only problem I see for you is that the winter storms are about to start. Are you prepared to be snowbound for the next fifty days?”

    Drake nodded. “Food, fodder, beer, and the supplies to make more. Five men, seven women. Yes, I think I’m ready.”

    Drake’s choice of words had Cray laughing, and he spent the night as the inn’s first guest. Morning saw him on his way toward Kelsey, with Andrew, Kelson, and Sebastian headed the opposite direction. With the other men gone, Waite was seeing to his duties, and to the two horses left in the stable. 

    The women busied themselves cleaning and straightening the inn, seeing to the homey tasks that Drake had not bothered with. The windows were all thrown open before long, and Drake fled as the women dusted and cleaned. 

    Laughing to himself, Drake went to the side of the gates and began to slowly build a set of covered steps into the wall, and added an enclosed Gatehouse over the gates. Cray had pointed out that a traveler at the gate would have no way to get their attention, and had suggested that a snug, warm spot for a man to watch from was probably a good idea. Travelers had been trapped in the mountains before, and had frozen within feet of safety when they were unable to attract attention. Drake built the gatehouse using the same materials and technique as he had used to build the inn. Thick walls, a centered, carved-stone firebox, and a window that looked out over the gate and road were soon done. A spare bed, table and chair were brought from the inn to furnish it, and he used magic to lift it into place while Waite stared in wide-eyed wonder. A hole in the floor would allow for a bell rope, as soon as he made a bell. 

    Sebastian had suggested that he add a postern gate large enough for a man and horse so that the main gates did not have to be opened for every traveler. His other suggestion, that Drake add crenellations and a walkway around the top of the wall, he ignored. The postern was easily carved into the right-hand gate, and he added a stout bar to both the main and postern gate, another of Cray’s suggestions. 

    The men returned the next day, and the stables were soon full of hay. Sebastian inspected the walls, the Gatehouse, and surrounding area and returned shaking his head. “Master Drake, this place isn’t very defensible. It would take a large force to defend it properly.”

    Drake laughed and shook his head. “Sebastian, this is an inn, not a fort. I’m not overly concerned about standing off an army.”

    Sebastian shook his head, but accepted Drake’s decision. That night Drake called all his people together. “I would like all of you to know that I am quite satisfied with your work. The winter is likely to be long and arduous for all of us, and we are going to need something to keep us busy. I want each of you to consider what you would like to spend your free time doing, then come to me. If we do not already have the materials you need, we will get them.”

    The next day, each of his employees approached him. All the women wanted knitting and embroidery supplies, except Allison. She asked for a knee-loom and spools of silk thread. Drake had to ask her what that was, and she explained that it was a small, lap sized loom with a mechanism that was operated by opening or closing your knees. He shrugged, and added it to the list. Of the men, only Sebastian needed anything. Slaves did not have the leisure to develop hobbies. Sebastian wanted a set of carving tools. He had been born to a carver’s clan, and normally spent his off seasons producing wooden trinkets that he sold to supplement his income. 

    Drake sent Sebastian and Allison to Kelsey for the supplies, as well as more food. While they were gone, Drake set the others the task of settling the rest of the rooms. He had equipped each room with its own heater, a simple firebox carved from a block of basalt, and he inspected each room to ensure that there was nothing combustible near any of them. When he was satisfied, he had the empty rooms closed, shutters and door, to conserve heat in the rest of the building. He also had the extra hay moved to the attic as insulation. The men and women looked at him sideways at that, but obeyed anyway.

    The first snow chased Sebastian and Allison into the inn yard. Drake had made the door to the stables large enough to bring the wagons inside, and they worked in relative comfort as they unloaded the supplies. The first paying customer was close on their heels.  

    Master Trader Fenton Renner was a cloth merchant who had traveled north, seeking the fine silks that the people of the Duchy of Bassland were famous for. His surprise at finding the inn was increased by the service he received. Andrew ran out, his coat clutched at the throat as he approached the trader’s wagon. 

    “Welcome, good sir. Park your wagon in the yard and we’ll bring your horses into the stable.”

    Trader Renner was so surprised that he agreed, forgetting his questions in the rush to get out of the storm. Once they were safely in the stables, he looked closely at Andrew. 

    “What is this place? There was nothing here this spring when I traveled out.”

    “This is the Dragon’s Rest Inn, Trader. Master Drake built it this fall. Come up, there is a meal just about ready,” Andrew answered, grinning at the surprise on the trader’s face.

    Drake met the trader as soon as he entered the main room. “Welcome, Trader. Welcome to the Dragon’s Rest. I am Drake Emverson, owner and innkeeper. How may we be of service?”

    “I am in need of a room, and a hot meal would be nice,” Trader Renner answered, looking around at the building. “What did you call this? The Dragon’s Rest? Now why would you choose a name like that?”

    “I am a member of the clan of Amberdrake’s Children. We have inns and...”

    “I know,” the trader interrupted, raising his right hand, palm toward Drake. “You have to be a relative of Nicholas’. His inn is a favorite watering hole for the Cloth Merchants League, and you sound just like him. Do you have any good beer? I could use one about now. This is some surprise.”

    Drake nodded and signaled Sadie. He had given her the tap and bar since she had experience working in an inn. “I bought a few casks from Nicholas until I can get my own brewing.”

    Fenton was looking about and nodding. “A nice, stout place. Are you going to try and winter here? This pass can be nasty when the big storms come down from the north.”

    Drake nodded. “Yes, we are. We have the food and supplies that we need, so we will be able to keep busy.”

    Fenton nodded, then saw Allison. His face twisted into a nasty scowl. He growled, “What is that wench doing here?”

    “Allison is one of my people, Trader,” Drake answered coolly. In his experience, men who used that tone of voice were unpleasant.

    Fenton glared at Allison, who shrank back from him in apparent fear. “So, Master Reed finally found someone to dump you on. May you bring your new owner better luck than you brought him.” Allison turned and fled to the kitchen, while Drake frowned. 

    Drake charged the trader a silver for room and board for him and his team of horses. It was more than he had intended to charge, but the trader had angered him. Allison was one of his people now, and no one had the right to abuse them, verbally or otherwise. Allison did not reappear until the trader had left in the morning. She came to Drake’s side and looked at the floor. “I am sorry, Master.”

    “For what, Allison?” Drake answered, looking closely at the girl. “You did nothing wrong.” 

    “Trader Renner, he said it. I bring bad luck.”

    Drake burst out laughing. “Nonsense. Luck is what you make it.”

    “But, Master Reed, he never let me near anything valuable, because I would ruin it,” she replied, a tear dripping down her nose.

    “How? Girl, I know a thing or two about luck. It would take a curse to make you a bad luck charm, and there is no curse on you.”

    “But, whenever anything went wrong, everyone would say that it was because of me, because of my face, and I would be punished.” She finished speaking in a barely-audible whisper. 

    The girl’s story came into focus for Drake, and he shook his head. “Allison, there is no possible way that your face could cause anything bad to happen. They just blamed you because they could get away with it.”

    Trader Renner was just the first of the guests that were hurrying through the pass in both directions. Men of all stations in life were bound home or out on business, hurrying through the pass before it was closed by the winter storms. Drake had to send for more beer and food, and they had just restocked the pantry when the first killer storm struck. 

    Drake had experienced his share of storms, both as a human and Amberdrake, but this was almost more than he could fathom. Wind howled through the pass, driving snow before it in a blizzard that would kill anything that was caught out in it. Drake had Sebastian man the Gatehouse, just in case some poor fool had been trying to make one last trip before the snows. After the first day, he brought a grateful Sebastian back into the inn proper. 

    “Master Drake, we’re going to have to do something about keeping that place warmer if someone is going to be out there in a storm. The bell-rope hole sucked the heat out, and I had a hard time keeping a fire in the firebox. The wind either sucked the heat up the chimney, or blew embers out the grate.”

    Drake nodded. He had been magically seeking and blocking drafts and leaks throughout the inn, and that the gatehouse was leaky as well didn’t surprise him. Just shows that I am not, and never have been, a Master Builder.

    The storm closed the pass, and Drake had the outer gates closed as well. He used a large amount of power to clear the worst of the snow from the compound, much to the satisfaction of the men. They had been half convinced that they were going to be shoveling the yard clear enough to exercise the horses. Chores still took up half of the day for all of them, but the after midday hours were empty. This was why Drake had bought supplies for the servants to keep their hands busy. Sebastian took to teaching the other men games of chance, though Drake had words with him the first time he saw the dice. 

    “No gambling for money, Sebastian. None of the others have any idea what the purpose of these games is. If you want to teach them, then use wooden chips, not coins.” Sebastian looked sour at that, but nodded his understanding.

    The inn settled down, and Drake had Sadie helping him make beer and ale. She was quiet, and he suspected that her low price still rankled. There was nothing he could do about that, but he did try to keep her spirits up, encouraging her to take the initiative when there was a task that she could handle alone. 

    The other women spent their hours knitting and embroidering—and talking. Drake and the other men shook their heads, amazed that there was so much to talk about in an empty inn in the middle of winter. Drake sighed, then turned a deaf ear to them. In my three hundred and twenty years, I have never managed to understand women.

    The winter passed, and the warm breezes from the south melted the snow and brought the travelers back. Nicholas came looking for Drake, and was boisterously happy to see that he had survived the winter. 

    “Well, Cousin, you made it. What did you think of our winter?”

    “Impressive. I’ve seldom seen fiercer storms, though there are places that receive more snow,” Drake answered, allowing Sadie to see to the arriving guests. 

    “Perhaps, but it’s the wind that’ll kill you,” Nicholas said, looking around. “I’m impressed. I didn’t realize you’d built so big.”

    “I wanted enough room for a full caravan to be inside the walls for the night. Come inside, I have something for you.” Drake led Nicholas to the tap and drew two mugs. “Try this.”

    Nicholas sipped cautiously, then took a long swig. His eyes opened wide, and he finished the mug before bringing it down from his mouth. “Damn! That’s good! I hope you’re willing to share that recipe.”

    “I am. It’s the family recipe from the Empire. I noticed the differences between it and yours.” Drake grinned and drew Nicholas a second mug. “I also have a recipe of my own, developed by another friend and myself over three years of experimentation.”

    Nicholas looked about, nodding as he saw the inside of the inn clearly. “That’s a lot of glass, Drake. Where did you find it? There is not a glazier who can produce that anywhere around here.”

    “I told you, I’m a Mage. The glass is from the minerals in the hills. I made it myself as soon as I had the buildings finished. I made more during the winter, and I’ll be shipping it to the markets of both duchies. Profits up here are going to be slim for a while.”

    Nicholas shook his head and accepted a room for the night. The inn was surprisingly crowded, and Drake and his servants were busy late into the night. Word had spread during the winter about the crazed fool and his inn in the pass, and a large number of curious people came just to see the inn. Among them was Lord Parker, the Lord of Kelsey.

    “You are the man responsible for this?” he asked, looking down his nose at Drake. 

    “I am, Lord Parker. How may I serve you?” Drake answered, cautiously.

    “This inn is on Genleaf’s territory. You did not have permission to build here.” The lord snapped, surveying the inn and nodding. “Vacate the premises immediately.”

    “No, Lord Parker, you are mistaken,” Drake corrected the lord cautiously. “This inn is more than ten miles inside Highsterad’s territory. I have the deed to the land and permission to build from Lord High Councilor Mason Durand, of Duke Rayburn Fromest’s court in Cederholm.”

    “Insolent bastard!” the lord snapped, his hand snaking out to strike Drake’s cheek. “I’ll tell you where the border is. This is Genleaf’s territory.”

    Drake rubbed his stinging cheek, his eyes narrowing. “Lord Parker, I would suggest that you and your retinue return to Kelsey. I will be filing a complaint with Lord Durand concerning your attempt to annex Highsterad’s territory. I am sure that Duke Rayburn will be most interested.”

    Drake’s refusal to back down was a distinct shock to Lord Parker. So was his threat. “You dare not cross me, fool. I have the power to make you regret the day you were born.”

    Drake laughed at that, throwing his head back and holding his belly as he howled with laughter. “Me? Regret the day I was born? Oh, I do, I assure you, I do. But as for you, I think you need to know what kind of enemy you are making.” Drake flared into bright, golden light. The lord and his people covered their eyes, and when they looked again they screamed in terror as they fled. 

    The Daemon looked at the terrified lord through narrowed eyes. “You will never come here again, Lord Parker,” he snarled, his voice sounding like the hiss of hot steel quenching in blood. “You will never threaten me or my people. Is that understood?”

    Lord Parker was backing away, but the Daemon followed until he broke and ran, his feet flying over the packed dirt of the yard. Another flare of light, and Drake was standing in the yard, laughing at the fleeing lord. 

    The servants had watched part of the scene, and returned to their work, disturbed by what they had seen. One thought was running through all their minds: What is Master Drake?

    The summer passed quietly, with traders coming to like and respect Drake and his people. Drake brewed beer, Sadie served from the tap, Robyn cooked, with Jael as her helper, and the rest of the women served the customers in the main room. Sebastian had a chair by the door, and the infrequent fight quickly subsided under his fierce glare or iron-hard fists. Waite, Andrew, and Kelson saw to the beasts and the yard, arranging the wagons so that there was no confusion as to whose was whose. Then one day, a woman walked into the inn. 

    Sebastian stood, as did half of the men in the main room. She was tall, elegant, and obviously wealthy. Her hair was golden, and her eyes were bright, leaf green. She was dressed in a flowing gown of green and gold that looked to be worth more than fifty gold crowns. Her eyes surveyed the room, finally alighting on Drake. 

    “So there you are. I’ve been looking for you.”

    Drake was surprised by her comment. Who could she be? Then the color combination caught his attention. Green and gold? Switching to a different language, he said one word. “Sahrendrake.”

    Sahrendrake laughed, and answered in the same language. “You invited me to try it, Amberdrake. I must say, these human bodies have some surprises. Pleasant and otherwise. What name do you use among these?” she asked, gesturing to the staring men.

    “Drake. And you? What name will you use?”

    “Sahren. I have used it before.” Switching back to the common language of the area, she grinned broadly. “Well, Drake, are you just going to stand there?”

    Drake laughed and came forward, hugging her. “Come with me. We need to speak in private.”

    Sahrendrake let Drake lead her up to his room. “How long have you been human, Sahren?”

    “An hour or so of your human time. I landed down the road to avoid making a fuss,” she replied, looking about. “Which of those human females are you mating with? Or do you mate with all of them?” she asked, looking at him sideways from under lowered eyelashes. 

    “None of those, Sahren,” Drake answered, grinning. Female dragons do not get jealous of their favored males mating with other females. Sure, and the sky is purple! “They are mine, under the customs of this place, but they are not what I am interested in. I have become bored with hunting bandits lately, so I decided to try something else.”

    She looked at him, a slight smile crossing her lips. In Drake’s room she turned and dropped her robe. “What do you think of me as a human?”

    Drake simply stared as his eyes devoured her. “Magnificent,” he whispered, meaning it. She was wearing the body of a woman in her mid-twenties, and her proportions would set the pulse of a dead man racing. “You are magnificent, Sahrendrake.”

    She grinned, and a gesture stripped his clothes away. “I want to try this human mating that you find so compelling.”

    Drake eagerly complied, leading her to his bed. Sahren was new to the experience, and he took his time with her. Kisses and caresses had her sighing as she experienced the sensation of his fingers tracing the contours of her body. Then he maneuvered so that he was behind and above her, much as he would in the air, and entered her slowly.

    Sahren’s roaring scream of pleasure echoed through the inn, drawing grins and wide eyes from the men and women in the main room. This is incredible! Her body was so sensitive that his lightest touch sent shivers up her spine. Drake was driving her mad, and a part of her yearned for the madness. Another roar of pleasure escaped her throat as her entire body convulsed under the force of what she was feeling. Then Amberdrake also roared, and together they collapsed onto the soft pad under them. 

    Drake grinned, running his fingers down to circle her nipples. “Well? I said it was something you should try.”

    Sahren turned wide, lust filled eyes on him and grinned. “I thought you were just teasing me. That was wonderful. You said that it only takes you a little while to be ready again?”

    Drake grinned and kissed her, surprising her both by the action and the tingle that ran up her spine at the same time. The feel of her in his arms had him ready again very soon, and Sahren began to understand what he found so appealing about the whole process. 

    The inn staff and guests did not see Drake or Sahren until the sun was high the next day. Sahren awakened to the unusual sensation of needing to relieve herself, and Drake provided instruction for those most basic of human bodily functions. “Strange. Do you have to do that often?”

    “Two or three times a day. It depends on how much you eat and drink. Are you hungry?” he asked, smiling at her as she wandered the room wearing nothing but that magnificent skin. 

    “What is human hunger like? I feel a hollowness that I have never felt before. Is that hunger for this species?”

    “It is,” Drake answered. “Come, let’s get dressed and go get some food.”

    “The temperature is comfortable enough. Why dress?” she asked, and frowned when he laughed. 

    “Custom, more than anything else.” He explained, standing and clothing himself in gold and amber cloth that reflected the colors of his scales. “Clothing shows status among humans. The finer the clothes, the higher the status. There is also the fact that I don’t want to share you with anyone out there. I told you a long time ago that humans, like dragons, are possessive of their females.”

    Sahren laughed, then flared briefly, only to reappear dressed in the green and gold she had worn the day before. “Then let us eat. What do we hunt?”

    “We do not hunt. The food is prepared in a kitchen, and served on plates and bowls. It is cooked because these bodies have a hard time digesting some foods. It also makes some things taste better.” He explained, leading her down the steps to the main room, and to a table. 

    Melinda was at his shoulder immediately. “Yes, Master Drake?”

    “Melinda, this is Mistress Sahren,” Drake said, grinning at Sahren’s eyes as she surveyed the girl. “She and I are old and dear friends. Bring us two plates of sliced bison, potatoes, and some ale.” When Melinda had gone, he explained the concept of knives, forks and spoons to an incredulous Sahren. 

    “You must be joking!” she whispered. “These bodies are so weak that they cannot even bite off their own food? How did the species survive this long?” she asked, looking around the all but empty room. 

    “By using their brains. Your sire had a thing or two to do with it as well. The humans on this side of the continent are faster and stronger than my people out west. These,” he paused to gesture about the room, “are the descendants of the Luxandian Empire. Dandarshandrake’s pets.”

    “Father and his experiments,” she snorted, drawing the attention of the other people in the room. “Drake, these bodies are frighteningly vulnerable. How have you survived so long?” 

    “By using that brain I mentioned. I don’t stay a human very long anymore, and I have other, stronger shapes that I use as needed. Like a Daemon.”

    Sahren laughed at that. “I saw you in that human city, fighting yourself. Frandendrake says that fighting yourself is a sign of a weak mind.”

    “You were watching me?” he asked, embarrassed and intrigued at the same time.

    “Of course. A dragon of your power, with the mind of a human adolescent? I would have been a fool not to watch you. You are magnificent, Amberdrake, but you needed to grow up in a hurry. You seem to be doing quite well, for a human.” She took his hand, and seemed as surprised as he was by the contact.

    Melinda returned then, and Drake demonstrated how to use the utensils. Sahren tried the bison, finding it strange, but tasty. She looked suspiciously at the potatoes, then nibbled one bite at Drake’s insistence. Her eyes flew open wide at the taste, and she ate the rest without promoting. The ale was another story entirely. 

    “You drink this intentionally? Drake, you must be mad,” she said, setting the mug down and pushing it away from her.

    “It’s the best ale there is, Sahren,” he said, hurt by her actions. “Oh, very well. Will you try something else? There is a beverage called wine that you may like.” At her nod, he signaled Sadie for a glass of red wine. 

    Sahren swirled the liquid in the glass, looking at the color and smiling. “It looks like blood.” Sipping, her eyes widened, and she took another sip. “That is good! What is it?” Drake grinned and explained fermentation to her. “Grape juice? Drake, this is getting stranger by the moment.”

    Drake laughed, then called the inn staff together. “People, this is Lady Sahren, an old and dear friend of mine. She will be staying with me for a time.”

    “There be a goddess of old called Lady Sahren. Be you called after her, Lady?” Waite asked, bobbing his head respectfully. 

    “Yes,” Drake answered before she could, “she is. She is also a stranger to these parts, as I was, and will need time to adjust to the culture here.”

    Sahren adjusted quickly, and found the inn and its staff intriguing. She was most intrigued by Allison and her loom. During the evenings, when the inn was quiet, Allison could be found sitting by the fireplace, her hands and knees moving in rhythm to operate the loom and produce a fine, intricately patterned cloth. Drake had allowed her to make what she wished, and through the winter she had produced a length of beautiful cloth that would fetch a fine price from any Weaver in the world. 

    Now she was producing a different pattern, one that would fetch an even better price. It was the royal colors of Highsterad, and in a pattern that was known to be the favorite of the crown princess, the heir presumptive of the duchy. Her husband would, of course, be the next duke, she being the only legitimate child of the present duke. She had offered a large reward for the weaver who could produce enough for her wedding dress. Allison had a full span finished already.

    Sahren sighed as she watched the girl work. “She has a gift, Drake. She is a master of her craft.”

    “I agree, but there are those here who dismiss her for her looks.”

    “Her looks?” Sahren asked, and Drake found himself explaining the human concept of beauty. “And am I beautiful?”

    Drake smiled and took her in his arms. “Almost as beautiful as you are as a dragon, my mate.”

    Sahren stayed on, and soon winter had closed the pass and inn. She found herself becoming more and more one of the women, and they taught her the simple, time-consuming task of knitting. If the women were surprised by her lack of knowledge and skill at what they considered to be the simplest of tasks, they kept it to themselves. Sahren was quickly becoming a fixture in the inn, much as they all were. Veda found Sahren to be a kindred spirit, and together they spoke expansively of the role of women in society. 

    Spring brought surprises, with messengers traversing the pass before it was truly safe. They were close-mouthed men who would divulge nothing of their mission, and who resented any attempts to question them. The message that eventually made its way to the inn was simple. 

    Duke Rayburn had died from a fall while ice-skating, and the young princess had assumed the throne as duchess against all custom and precedent. Her betrothed had been summarily dismissed, and she had brought in a scholar who had been a student with her and installed him at her side. Her mother, poor woman, had taken her own life in her grief over the death of her husband. 

    The outrage in Highsterad was nothing compared to the reaction in Genleaf. Duke Bartram Cordan called together an army with the stated intention of unseating the “upstart wench” and installing a man of his choosing on the throne of his neighbor. 

    Duchess Rycca heard of the army and called together all of those who were still loyal to her house, even a house led by a woman, and formed her own force to protect her duchy. She also married her young friend, Rachaun Kinnisen, naming him to be her duke. This drew more men to her side, now that a man was also sitting on the throne. Still, her army was less than half of the size of Duke Bartram’s army.

    Sebastian came running up the steps into the inn, and slammed the door behind him. “Master Drake!” he shouted, bringing Drake from the storage room where he was testing his latest batch of beer. 

    “Sebastian, calm down. What is it?” he asked, crossing the room quickly to grab the man’s shoulders.

    “An army. Genleaf is invading Highsterad and we’re caught in the middle. I closed the gates, but they’ll breach them if they’re determined to get in here.” Sebastian was looking back out the window as he spoke, and Drake looked with him. 

    A loud boom sounded from the gate, and Drake sighed. “I’d better go out there.” Opening the door, he quickly made his way to the gatehouse and looked out on a sea of men. Duke Bartram had gathered a force of more than ten thousand men to his side for the conquest of Highsterad. 

    “This is Highsterad, Duke Cordan. You have no business bringing an army here,” he shouted down at the men, and a flight of arrows came as reply. “Well, that was unfriendly,” he muttered, then descended the steps as the gates boomed again. A gesture reinforced the gates with magic as he returned to the inn. 

    Sahren was in the main room with the rest when he returned. “Well, at least we are well provisioned. They can’t be much worse than the winter snow. We will simply wait them out.”

    Sahren smiled at that. “What if they don’t go away? I tire of this, Drake. I long for my freedom. Also, there is a limited time that I can remain like this.”

    She did not have to explain that remark to him. She had told him in the beginning that she could not remain human and properly gestate their eggs. She had to be a dragon before the snows came again, or the eggs would be deformed. Drake nodded his understanding. “Not long then,” he said in a whisper, and she smiled. The rest of the staff looked at one another, wondering what they were talking about. 

    The booming of a ram battering at the gates was incessant through the night, then stopped suddenly in the morning. The lack of noise woke them all, and Drake went to find out what was happening. What he saw enraged him immediately. Nicholas and Illana were tied spread-eagle against the side of a wagon. 

    A sentry had seen Drake, and called for his officer. Soon the duke and an assortment of noblemen were walking out into the area in front of Nicholas and Illana. “You up there! Are you the one who calls himself Drake Emverson?” a richly dressed young man shouted.

    “I am. What are you doing with my cousin?” Drake shouted back.

    “I am doing nothing with him. Nor am I going to. No torture. No fiery brands. No food. No water. I am not doing anything with your cousin,” the man shouted back, and the other men laughed. 

    “Who is Bartram Cordan?” Drake shouted, intentionally not using the duke’s title, and was rewarded by a distinguished-looking older man stepping forward and shaking a fist at him. 

    “You’ll die for that, you insolent bastard!” he shouted, and Drake laughed. 

    Drake laughed. “What do you intend, Duke Bartram? Genleaf and Highsterad have been friends and at peace for many years. Why do you bring an army onto our soil?”

    “I intend to put a real man on the throne, and toss that wench into the prison barracks,” the duke shouted back, and Drake shook his head. 

    Drake saw movement from the Highsterad side of the pass and watched as Duke Rachaun and Duchess Rycca led their army out of the hills. “I don’t think so,” he said softly to himself. Returning to the ground, he opened the postern gate and walked out with Sahren at his side. 

    The two opposing armies faced one another on the rocky ground of the plateau. Sound, like the sighing of the surf at the distant sea, flowed over the two armies as they each surveyed the opposing force. Drake and Sahren stood in the middle, each contemplating the situation and coming to the same conclusion. 

    Drake sighed. “I really liked it here, Sahrendrake. This was turning into something that could have occupied me until the next season.”

    “I could do it, Amberdrake. I am a goddess here. Or I was,” she offered, but he shook his head. 

    “I can just imagine my reputation after that revelation. Drake Emverson, the lover of the Goddess Lady Sahren. I would never hear the end of it.” Drake’s sour expression set Sahren laughing. They both quieted as the rival dukes face one another. 

    “Are you prepared to die, upstart?” Duke Bartram shouted, making his men cheer.

    “No. Are you, you old oath-breaker?” Duchess Rycca shouted back, enraging the duke.  “You swore that you would never again attack Highsterad.” 

    “Silence, you wench! This is between men!” Bartram shouted again.

    Sahren sighed. “It is always like this. First they yell, then they threaten, then they die. Human war was why I stopped playing at being a goddess.”

    “I am not going to allow that, Sahrendrake.” Turning, he grinned broadly. “Besides, I have a long-standing dislike of the Cordan family.”

    “Then let’s stop this before blood is shed,” she said, stepping away from him and walking toward Highsterad’s army. Drake nodded and walked in the opposite direction. 

    Both armies saw the man and woman emerge from the inn and then part, each headed toward one of the armies. Then they began to glow. Sahrendrake whirled and swirled her clothes about herself as she transformed, returning to her true form in seconds. Amberdrake simply raised his arms and changed, his clothes shredding and falling away from his brightly shining body. The leaders of the two armies suddenly found two full-grown dragons between them. 

    Amberdrake looked down on the suddenly frightened duke. “So, you are a descendant of Manrel Cordan. I never liked him.”

    Duke Bartram Cordan, ruler of Genleaf for twenty years, wet himself as the great golden dragon spoke. The story of the loss of Lady Lissette was a favorite of the family. That the dragon in that story and this dragon seemed to be one and the same frightened him so badly that he was unable to do or say anything.

    Amberdrake looked over to where Nicholas and Illana were tied and freed them with a blink of power. “Go in peace, my children,” he said in what passed for a soft tone of voice, though the hills echoed his words. “The inn is yours, but the servants are free to pursue the life they choose.”

    Nicholas stared in awe at his clan’s patron and bowed deeply. “We thank you, Lord Amberdrake. It is an honor beyond words to have met you.”

    Sahrendrake had gone to face off with the duchess of Highsterad. “I am Lady Sahren, children. This war is unnecessary. Amberdrake and I are here to ensure the peace.”

    Duchess Rycca had shrunk behind her husband, hiding in trembling fear. Rachaun had been just as frightened as well until she spoke her name. Lady Sahren had been a mother goddess more than two thousand years before, and had been known as the Nurturer. Bowing deeply, he walked forward to face the dragon. 

    “Were you the goddess of legend?” he shouted, and Sahrendrake nodded. “Are you returning to us?” 

    Sahrendrake sighed. “No. My time among you was long ago. It is time for younger gods now.”

    Amberdrake had been listening and snaked his head over beside hers. “The time for blind obedience to ancient custom is also gone. Duke Rachaun, Duchess Rycca, do away with this barbaric custom of placing women in servitude. Make your spouse your partner, not your slave, and you will see that neither intelligence nor worth is determined by gender.”

    “As you taught our ancestors, mighty Amberdrake?” Duchess Rycca shouted, emboldened by this familiar, if legendary, creature. “The stories of Lady Lissette and her servants who became yours have survived through the ages. There are other places, other duchies, where your way is accepted.”

    Duke Rachaun nodded. “And perhaps it is time for those ways to be accepted here as well.”

    “Never!” Duke Bartram shouted, running forward with a sword in his hand. 

    Amberdrake snapped a foot over, crushing the duke into the soil of the plateau. He said, “I warned him that I didn’t like his family,” as he scrubbed blood off his foot against the dirt and rocks of the plateau.

    The death of Duke Bartram signaled the death of the army. Men who had supported the duke against the Highsteraders gathered their troops and returned home. Only a fool would continue against the dragons. 

    The duke’s own men collected what they could of his remains and returned to the capital to inform the new duke of his father’s death. 

    Nicholas and Illana sent for more of the family to run the Dragon’s Rest, and freed the servants as they had been commanded. And as for the servants?

    Sadie Alicock stayed with the inn. She had found a secure place as a paid servant with the clan of Amberdrake’s Children, and in time her own children became part of the clan.

    Robyn Harkness also stayed, married to young Andrew Eakins. The two of them lived out their lives in comfort and security in an inn where no one dared to make trouble.

    Waite Seaton took his freedom, and his wages, and sought out a land in the south where a free man could live his life in peace.

    Melinda and Janna Eagle found husbands they could live with. Twin boys with a farm of their own, the sisters lived out their lives together. 

    Jael Banker disappeared from the inn, only to reappear in court in Kelsey. Her former master had lost everything due to Drake’s curse, and she had exacted her revenge upon him, for her sake and the sake of the other young girls he had defiled. She was hung as a murderess, a smile brightening her face for the first time in the memory of any of those who had known her. 

    Veda Cress ran off to one of the northern duchies and joined a mercenary company. Sebastian Appelgate went with her, and saw that she was trained well enough to earn a good place. 

    Kelson Fuller returned home, with his wages and a good word from the clan, and was accepted as an apprentice by a master wool trader. 

    And as for Allison Gifford? When the dragons had flown away, Duke Rachaun and Duchess Rycca went to the inn to wait until morning before returning home. Allison presented her work to the young duchess soon after the evening meal, kneeling and bowing her head so that her hair hid her face. Duchess Rycca looked at the girl and the cloth, and held her hand to her mouth. 

    “You made this?” the duchess asked in a breathy whisper.

    “I did, Lady Duchess. I sought the reward you had offered for cloth for your wedding dress. It may be late, but here is the cloth,” Allison said, still keeping her face toward the floor. 

    “That reward is no longer offered, girl. What do you expect to receive for this?” Duke Rachaun asked.

    “Nothing, Lord Duke. I simply cannot see another wear it,” she replied.

    Duchess Rycca knelt beside the girl and clasped her face with both hand so she could look into her eyes, drawing gasps of outrage from the gathered lords. “Will you weave for me, girl? Will you be Weaver to the Duchess of Highsterad?”

    The look of joy in Allison’s face was answer enough.

    * * *

    “Wait, wait, wait, wait,” Rochelle said as he held her hands like she was patting down the air.  “Lady Sahren?  The ancient Goddess, Lady Sahren the Nurturer, is your dragon-girlfriend Sahrendrake?”

    Drake grinned. “Yes. She and Lebawandrake, or Lord Lebawan the Cutter, are both offspring of Dandarshandrake, though by different dragonesses hundreds of years apart. “

    “How can that be? They were Gods. “

    Drake shrugged. “A lot of the younger Gods were really young dragons.” He looked sideways at Mellody. “I have even mated with a pretty young female named Vernisdrake.”

    “No,” Mellody said in a disbelieving tone. 

    “Really?” Rochelle asked. 

    Mellody was looking at her best friend with an amazed expression on her face. “The crown. His head looks like the Vernardian Crown.” 

    “Is that why—?”

    Drake nodded. “Vernisdrake is a little different. She has five spires on her head. Most of us have six or seven. Corandrake says it is passed down from mother to daughter. It’s a family trait like blonde hair or blue eyes.”

    Mellody and Rochelle locked eyes. Rochelle said, “The crown has five spires.”

    “And that, my young queen,” Drake said in a serious tone, “marks you as a child of Vern.” 


     Adventure 12
The Rest of the Story

    CHANBERN OLSTENSON SAT IN THE SUN, rocking slowly as the world passed him by. There was little to catch his interest these days. His grandson was running the Silver Unicorn now, and the boy was showing a real talent for the innkeeper’s trade. Time was passing Chanbern by, but he didn’t mind. He’d had his life. 

    A stranger walked up to the front of the inn and sat in the chair next to him. “Hello, Chan,” the stranger said softly. 

    Chanbern looked at the young man and nodded, though he couldn’t place the face. “Hello yourself, stranger. Don’t know you, but you have a familiar cast to your features.”

    The young man smiled. “Oh, you know me. It’s just been a lot of years since the last time I was here.”

    Chanbern shrugged. There had been thousands of faces passing through the Unicorn in his lifetime. “As you say. Care for a beer?”

    The stranger smiled and nodded. “Thank you.”

    Chanbern thumped the porch with his cane, and a serving girl quickly appeared. “Sir?”

    “Two beers, Mallin.” The girl nodded and disappeared, reappearing quickly with two full mugs. Chanbern raised his in salute to his guest. “To your health,” he said, using a neutral toast. 

    “And to yours, Chan,” the stranger said, raising his mug in return. 

    “You still haven’t told me your name.” Chanbern fixed the young man with a piercing stare, but he did not squirm. 

    “Standral Emverson. Or Drake Standralson, whichever you prefer,” the stranger replied, smiling at the fierce scowl that Chanbern was giving him. 

    “He’s dead and gone, nearly thirty years. What makes you think I would believe you’re him?” Chanbern’s scowl had turned even nastier. Here this young pup was claiming to be his long dead partner. Then an amusing though came to his mind, and he grinned. “Or are you come to take me with you, old friend?”

    Now the stranger laughed. “No, Chan, I don’t think it’s your time yet. I just came back to tell you how the story ends.”

    “I know how the story of Standral Emverson ended.” Chanbern’s scowl had once again become fierce.

    “No, I am afraid you don’t.” The young man smiled and winked, using mannerisms that he had used a lifetime before. 

    “Then tell me,” Chanbern demanded, and the young man smiled. 

    “My death was arranged, but not by Lady Danlin. I did that myself. Danny’s part in it was my revenge. She tried to have me killed once before, but failed.”

    Chanbern eyed the young man next to him carefully. “But Standral was near my own age. How could you...”

    “Because I was never the man you thought you knew, Chan. There were always secrets between us. I have come back now to tell you the answers to your questions.” The young man smiled and leaned back, looking up at the sign. It was new, but the carving of Amberdrake was still conspicuous. 

    “There were things Standral said no living human could know about him,” Chanbern mused softly. 

    “All too true, I’m afraid,” the young man agreed. 

    “So, now that I am a dying old man, I can know the truth? Hah! Why should I believe anything you say?”

    “Because I am not Standral Emverson. He was my father. I’m not Drake Standralson anymore either, though that was the name my father gave me. Three hundred and fifty years ago, I was given another name by the God of Chaos. I became Amberdrake.”

    Chanbern had been looking at the young man next to him as he spoke, and the simple way that he said the words almost convinced him. But not quite. “Amberdrake, is it? And why would you be trotting about on two legs if you’re a dragon?” 

    The young man smiled and took a long drink of the fine beer in his mug. “Can’t get beer as a dragon.”

    That drew yet another loud laugh from Chanbern. “So you can’t.” Quieting himself, he looked at the young man. “Is it really you, Standral? Were you really Amberdrake all along?”

    “Yes. Or the other way around. I didn’t become Standral until I arrived at the gates of Westport. I flew to within just a few miles of the city before I changed into human form.”

    “Why?” Chanbern whispered. “Why did you come here?”

    “Originally I was seeking an adventure. I was on my way home, back to Chanders, but I wanted to arrive as a well-established trader. I had hoped to find some remnant of my family and make a place for myself. That plan fell apart on my first journey there. All of my kin were gone, victims of a plague a hundred and fifty years before. After that I stayed because of the family that I found here.

    “When I left the goods and money with Amber back in Free Harbor, I knew I was leaving a fortune in her hands. It was still a shock to find out that Amberdrake’s Children had flourished through the centuries, building on that money to become such a successful clan. And all the while treating me as their patron. When you told me that, I nearly fainted. Remember? 

    “I stayed and learned from you, and in you and the clan I found something that I had always searched for. A family. I can’t father children, well, not human children, so you and the others became my children. I have watched over you all through the years, seeking each of you out and spending a little time in your company until it was time for me to go.”

    “So you came here today to tell me this?”

    “I did.”

    Chanbern grinned. “Well, you tell a good tale, that’s certain. Do you have any others?”

    “Don’t believe a word of it, eh old friend? Can’t blame you. But it is the truth.”

    “Prove it.” Chanbern’s face was like stone as he faced the young man at his side. 

    “Very well. Is there someplace out of town we can go where we won’t be bothered?”

    Chanbern nodded, though this youngster had aroused his suspicions. “The farm. Farly will take us there.”

    They waited in silence as a young man brought a wagon to the front of the inn and helped Chanbern up to the seat. The young man jumped lightly into the back, drawing a snort of contempt from Chanbern. “Showoff.” He had said the same thing, in the same tone, to Standral Emverson thirty years before. 

    Farly drove the wagon out of the city and up a long country road. It took nearly half of the day to reach the farm, and the young man was impressed. Estate was the word that he would have used to describe the place. 

    Chanbern saw the look in his face and laughed. “Used Standral’s banked gold to buy this place. We grow our own grains now.”

    The young man hopped down, then he and Farly helped Chanbern. “So what is it that you are going to show me?” Chanbern demanded. 

    The young man smiled and walked away, passing back out through the gates. Chanbern was almost convinced that he was going away when he stopped. Turning, he raised his arms and began to glow. In the space between one blink and the next, a large golden dragon stood in the road. 

    Chanbern sat heavily on the ground as the dragon walked forward. The horse, having better sense, bolted, dragging the wagon and Farly behind her. 

    “It’s really you, Amberdrake.”

    “It is, Chan. And it’s really Standral and Drake as well,” the dragon answered. 

    “Why are you here?”

    “To tell you why I stayed, and why I went away.” The dragon flared and the young man was back. “I came back to see how you and Brandis fared after I left. To tell you how proud you have made me. How proud I am that you and the family have taken my name as your own. And to say thank you, for taking me in and teaching me how to run an inn.”

    “It was my honor, Amberdrake. And my pleasure. To think that you chose me...”

    Amberdrake helped Chanbern up from the ground and dusted him off. “Let’s go inside, Chan. You need to sit down, and I need something to eat. Transforming like that takes a lot out of me.”

    The two entered the manor house and made their way to the kitchen. Sounds came from a door off to the side, and Chanbern opened it to find his staff cowering in the pantry. “Oh, come out of there. That was Amberdrake, our patron. He won’t hurt anyone. Come out. Out I say.”

    “But it was a dragon!” a plump old woman said. “A real dragon!”

    “Of course,” Chanbern answered cheerfully. “What else would you expect Amberdrake to be? This young fellow?” He waved a hand at his guest and the staff started relaxing. “Now be a good girl and get some beer for us. There you go.” He shoved her toward a cupboard and made shooing motions with both hands. 

    Another woman made her way out of the pantry, and Chanbern told her to bring along a tray of sausage and cheese to the library, then he led Amberdrake through the house. “This place used to be owned by the family of Lady Danlin. Her indiscretions left them in bad odor with Prince Tambert, and he all but forced them out of the empire. They still haven’t recovered. Serves them right.”

    Amberdrake nodded his agreement. In the library Chanbern showed him to a chair, then sat in a large chair close by the fire. The maid soon brought a large tray for Amberdrake, and beer for them both. Chanbern was amused when his guest devoured the entire platter of food before sitting back to sip his beer. “Feeling better?”

    Amberdrake laughed. “Much, thank you. Now, the end of the story. Chan, when I left I flew east again. Back to where all of this started. Back to Highsterad, where I rescued Amber and Lissette. I found the branch of the family that lives in the area and founded a new inn. It is called the Dragon’s Rest. I had intended to stay there until I could conveniently arrange my death again, but local politics interfered. I left the inn to the cousins there, and traveled about for a few years before coming here.”

    “How long will you stay this time?” Chanbern asked, looking into his patron’s eyes.

    “Just today. Just long enough to tell you this story. Then I have to go.”

    * * *

    The two talked late into the night, drinking and laughing as they spoke of the years they had spent together. Chanbern drifted off to sleep as the sun rose, and Amberdrake ordered him carried to his room. 

    Taking the butler aside, he nodded. “When he awakens, tell him that I had to go. He will understand.” The butler nodded as Amberdrake walked away. He was far away when the butler went to awaken Chanbern, only to find that the old man had died in his sleep. The beautiful smile of a happy child lit his face, and there was a small carving of Amberdrake clutched in his hand.

    * * *

    “I’m glad you went back and told Chanbern your story Drake,” Mellody said softly. “Now tell us what happened to Brandis.”

    Drake smiled. “She married Ansenel Coopran and had seven kids. My interest in the wool trade made her a member of their council, and she eventually equaled her father. The stories say he was quite put out about it.” 

    Rochelle just giggled while Saunder shook his head. “Yes, I can imagine having your bastard daughter as an equal would be annoying.”

    Drake looked puzzled. “What?”

    Mellody squeezed his arm. “I’ll tell you later, Drake. It’s common knowledge, but seldom spoken of.”

    Drake looked intrigued and said, “This should be good.”


     Adventure 13
The Gods of Men

    ON THE EDGE OF THE KINGDOM of Deverand stood an inn, the last habitation before the great forest and the wilderness began. Squatting beside the trade road north, it had once been a popular stopover, with a constant stream of traders and travelers passing through its doors. But that was long ago, before the war had made trade impossible. 

    It’s not an impressive affair by any standard. Shabby and weather worn, it looked to be a hundred or more years old. The sign over the door was an old barrel, and someone had crushed in one side. The intention had been to call the place the Broken Barrel, but people simply called it Drake’s Place, after the ancient owner. Few travelers passed this way anymore, and it was rumored that Drake was keeping his business afloat by smuggling weapons. 

    Old Drake, the owner and innkeeper, had other means of support, however. Fit and lean, he looked more like a man in his twenties than the octogenarian everyone knew him to be. He had come with a pouch of gold and bought the place from the original owner decades ago, and had turned it into a popular and successful business. Fine wines vied with the best ale in the kingdom on the tables, and even old King Gailin had stayed the night once. Bragging rights indeed for such a small place.  

    In the twenty-sixth year of the reign of King Branley, the distant war came to Deverand. Or at least to its borders. Drake walked out of his door to find hundreds of men setting up camp in his fields, trampling his crops. Frowning, he walked out and addressed an elderly man in an ornate uniform. 

    “Now see here, whoever you are, you have no call to be stomping my crops like that.”

    The man turned and regarded Drake with one eye. The other was missing, and a scar ran through it from his forehead to his chin. “Silence, dog, or I will have you silenced permanently,” the man sneered. 

    A man that Drake had not seen moved quickly up behind him and drove him to his knees with a well-placed blow to the kidneys. Grabbing a handful of hair, he pulled Drake’s head back and snarled, “You are addressing General Lord Fender Glowingbright, Supreme Commander of the Armies of Revven, Priest of Revven, Light of the Night, God of the Eternal Flame. He is the leader of this expedition, and the punishment for disrespect is plucking your eyes out and making you swallow them, condemning you to eternal night.” That was a bit excessive, as far as Drake was concerned, but there were worse punishments. Not many, but there were a few.

    “Forgive me, General, I meant no disrespect,” Drake pleaded. “It’s just that there are good places to set up camp over in the trees. Three wells are even now awaiting your men. These fields are my livelihood and only source of food,” Drake said from his knees, clasping his hands in front of himself in supplication. 

    “That is of no consequence, dog. We are of the Light, and in the Light we will camp, not in shadow like the Dark Ones,” the man behind Drake hissed. The general ignored him, concentrating on his men and looking bored. 

    A noise from the inn drew Drake’s attention, and he almost cursed when men began rolling barrels out of the door. Thieves! Worse was to come, for the men began breaking the barrels, spilling the fine ale and beer on the ground. “My beer...” Drake began, but was silenced by a blow from behind. 

    “Silence, dog!” the man shouted, striking Drake on the back of the head. “Such beverages are of the dark, and to the dark they will be returned.”

    Drake remained silent, but his eyes betrayed his feelings as even the bottles of wine he had hoarded away were brought out and smashed. The general paid scant attention to Drake or the happenings in the inn. He was waiting for the arrival of the High Priest of Revven. A field altar was already being erected for the ceremony, and the men were moving into formation. As the sun set, the High Priest arrived. 

    High Priest Inven Lightenhouse walked calmly to the altar and looked down onto the general and his men. Lowly men, one and all, there were few of the anointed among them. Still, this was just the advanced guard of the Armies of Revven. The setting of the sun was the time for prayer, and he led the massed men in the chant that called on Revven to return the sun in the morning. 

    Drake sat in the dirt of the road, listening with fascination as the priest spoke, condemning almost everything and everyone. The troops chanted the words back, accepting that they were the chosen, and that they were destined to rule the world. With the last rays of the sun glinting off the altar, the priest called for the sacrifice. A young man was brought forward and made to kneel before the altar. Drake could see his face, and was surprised by the blissful smile and serene look in the boy’s eyes. Either he was drugged, which Drake thought most likely, or he was a fanatical believer. 

    A shimmer in the air announced the arrival of the God. The form materialized, and a large man stood on the altar. He was tall and heavily muscled, like a wrestler. Golden hair and a golden beard glimmered in the fading light, seeming to glow with an inner radiance of their own. Even the God’s eyes glowed, and Drake could see the flicker of flames as He looked at the sacrifice. The sacrifice looked up at the God with adoration shining in his eyes. Another flicker and they were both gone, and the priest called an end to the day. Soldiers filed off to their tents, and Drake watched as lanterns were lit to drive away every shadow. 

    Drake was allowed to return to his inn for the night. Looking out the window of his room he could see that the lanterns were still lit. The followers of Revven apparently slept in the light. Morning saw the arrival of the opposing Army of Hellis. 

    Hellis, Goddess of War, was the sworn enemy of Revven. Or at least the priests said so as they faced off across Drake’s one remaining field. The followers of Hellis had arrived during the night, and had set up her altar. Now, the high priest summoned his goddess. In a mirror image scene to the arrival of Revven, Hellis arrived, shimmering into existence at Her priest’s call. She was tall and slender, and Her dark hair flowed over Her armor and Her eyes did not reflect any light at all.

    Revven flickered into being as the armies faced off. “Surrender, vile darkness. You cannot exist in the light!” he shouted, drawing a cheer from His followers. 

    “The night shall take you all, Revven!” Hellis shouted back. Then she transformed. The humans saw a tall, female form, much as she appeared to them on Her altar. Drake saw a female dragon. She was darkness personified, with black scales on her back and wings, and deep blue scales under her wings and on her belly. 	

    Revven likewise transformed. He was golden brown on top, and pale-yellow underneath. Drake saw the two dragons and moaned. They were both adolescents, not more than fourteen or fifteen hundred years old. During his second mating season, after the last battles had been fought, he and Corandrake had discussed what it was to be a dragon. Much to Amberdrake’s surprise, Corandrake was a philosopher, and once the urges of the season were dealt with he loved to hold forth with his theories. He had explained, to a number of young dragons as well as Amberdrake, that many of the human gods were in fact young dragons. Dragons, as with most thinking beings, craved respect. Lacking the size and age to gain respect among their own kind, youngsters often received the respect they needed by cultivating lesser beings, such as humans. Amberdrake, the poor, foolish human adolescent, had asked about Hammar, the God the people of Chanders had worshipped, and been introduced to Hammardrake. He was still a youth, though he had reached his maturity and had participated in five mating seasons. Seeing the God of his father in the flesh was a surprise. Then he had asked about the being who had made him a dragon, and been quickly silenced. 

    “Those, young Amberdrake, are not to be discussed. To speak their name is to summon them, and they do not take well to such summoning. Even dragons must fear such as they,” Corandrake had all but whispered, and his obvious fear had kept Amberdrake silent for several days. 

    Sahrendrake had explained other aspects of godhead to Amberdrake. She had told him of a land in the far eastern marches of the continent where she had been worshipped as Lady Sahren, lands he had visited during his early travels. She had also explained that battles between two such “gods” often involved their human followers. It was a problem as, at that age, dragons had been known to kill one another, and the followers of their foe as well. Self-control among dragons, as with humans, was a learned trait that came with maturity.

    Revvendrake and Hellisdrake challenged one another as the armies of their followers charged. Sword and spear clashed, and men died as the two young dragons grappled. In time, Revvendrake might well fight to mate with Hellisdrake, but now they were the bitterest of enemies. Hours passed until the dragons broke away from one another. Then the armies disengaged as well, dragging their dead and wounded back to their lines. 

    “You will never win, Hellisdrake!” Revvendrake shouted in the language of the dragons, his roar echoing across the plain like thunder.

    “I will see your bones rotting in the sun, Revvendrake!” Hellisdrake shouted back, her voice just a bit higher than his. 

    “I need a drink,” Drake mumbled as he walked away, returning to his inn and its empty shelves. 

    Morning saw reinforcements arrive for both armies, and the battle rejoined. The two dragons were well matched, and they grappled and fought in an effort to get a disabling hold on the other. They were, surprisingly, not biting. Scars on each of them showed that they had, at some time, sunk their teeth into one another. Drake sat on his porch, rocking in a chair and shaking his head as they tussled. 

    “Kids,” he muttered to himself.

    Days passed and both armies tried to enlist Drake into their ranks, but did not succeed. One old man was not worth trying very hard to get. Drake watched his fields trampled into dust, then to mud when a summer storm swept in. Still the armies fought, and men died for the glory of their gods. 

    More men were arriving every day, and Drake soon found himself being thrown out of his inn by the followers of Revvendrake. Where General Glowingbright had stayed in his tent, General Lord Nellin Starshine, Supreme Commander of the Armies of Hellis and High Priest of the Temple of Night, was not inclined to sleep in a tent. The solid walls and stout roof of the inn were more to his tastes. 

    Drake had protested, more for form than for any other reason, and had been smacked around a little. He had expected it, and had protected himself so that he did not receive any real damage from the beating. As he walked away, he looked back at the massed men and shook his head. The armies were once again gathering to do battle. 

    The road into Deverand led Drake to the town of Shelving Heights after ten days of walking. He was well known here, and had accounts with the Gold Merchants that he could draw upon, but he had not counted on the war having reached so far south. Eldon Forden, the innkeeper at the Smiling Pig, met Drake on the porch. “Drake! I didn’t think to ever see you again. Did the armies pass you by then?”

    “No, Eldon, they didn’t. The bastards are fighting their little war right in my fields,” Drake answered as he took a chair in the shade. “My inn and everything else is gone.”

    “Much the same story here, I am afraid. When the army moved through they took just about all the food. People have been hunting old acorns and pine nuts to eat, and those who have the means have fled. The Gold Merchants have all gone and taken their gold with them. If you were looking for your money, it is south in Freehaven or Glanvinsdale by now.” 

    “That is not what I wanted to hear, Eldon,” Drake murmured. “Damn those two!”

    “Indeed, Drake. Damn them indeed, but quietly. The followers of Hellis have left behind their people as the new leaders of the town.”

    Drake spent one hungry night as the guest of his friend, then traveled on. The countryside was desolate, and he became angrier as each league passed beneath his aching feet. Finally, he decided that he had had enough. Cloth shredded as Amberdrake rose on his haunches and bellowed at the sky. 

    The first order of business was finding something to eat. Rising high into the sky, he searched for anything edible that was still moving. Diving from the sky, he fell upon a herd of deer and quickly satisfied his hunger. Then he again took to the air and flew toward the north, and the squabbling youngsters. 

    Revvendrake and Hellisdrake were rolling in the dirt, grappling like wrestlers, when Amberdrake arrived. A massive blow from his tail separated the two, sending Revvendrake tumbling away into his own men. 

    “That is enough!” Amberdrake bellowed, his voice echoing across the land.

    Hellisdrake was stunned from the blow, and from the sight of Amberdrake glowering down at her. As impressive as the younger dragons were, they were both little more than one hundred feet in length from nose to tail. Amberdrake was almost two hundred feet long, and he towered over the youngsters. 

    Revvendrake raised his head and looked back toward Hellisdrake. He saw a very large adult male squatting on his haunches where they had been fighting, tapping one enormous hindclaw on the packed soil. Worse, he recognized the elder as Amberdrake, and knew that he had best behave. 

    “Come over here, Revvendrake,” Amberdrake commanded, and Revvendrake crawled over to him, his head close to the ground in submission. Looking down at Hellisdrake and Revvendrake, Amberdrake made his displeasure evident. “I have had enough of this. These humans worship you, and all you can think of to do with them is have them slaughter one another. This little squabble ends now. Or do I have to get involved?”

    Both Hellisdrake and Revvendrake kept their heads low as Amberdrake scolded them. It’s just a game! Doesn’t he know that? But neither of them had the audacity to speak. 

    The humans saw the elder God standing above their deities and fell back in horror. Each army was led by priests, true believers who would gladly give their lives for the greater glory of their God. But here was an even greater God, obviously older, and the roaring of his voice was like the sound of the fiercest of summer storms. He was standing, arms crossed and tapping one foot on the ground, much like an elder scolding a pair of miscreants. The priests began to look about, unsure of themselves for the first time. Were their gods nothing more than squabbling children? Was their cause the cause of right, or simply a spat between youngsters? 

    Amberdrake glowered at the two youngsters, then snarled. “Revvendrake, it will be a millennium before we meet in season. But I will not forget this episode.” Turning slightly less angry eyes on Hellisdrake, he sighed. “As for you, your time will come sooner. Perhaps.” With that, he was gone, beating his wings strongly to gain altitude. 

    Revvendrake watched him go, then looked at Hellisdrake. “One day...” he murmured, anger tainting his voice.

    “One day...” Hellisdrake agreed, though the emotion in her voice was more akin to adoration. Then the two dragons disappeared, each to find another place, and other worshipers, leaving the armies who had fought for them staring at one another, and doubting their cause. 

    * * *

    The peace between the followers of Revven and Hellis was uneasy, but it was no longer a declared war. Each withdrew to their homes, each claiming victory, and each wondering just exactly who the Great Father God was.

    * * *

    Rochelle was again giggling as she pointed one wavering finger at Drake. “I can just imagine you standing there like a disapproving Elder, glaring at those kids.” 

    “Speaking of kids,” Saunder said as he looked at Drake, “can you have children? You made it sound like you can’t.”

    Drake looked toward the floor and shook his head. “No. Mellody knows.” He glanced at his wife and smiled sadly. 

    “We have decided to adopt some children, in addition to the students we will be teaching,” Mellody said, looking at Rochelle.

    “You talked about that before, Mellody,” Rochelle said in a thoughtful tone. “Years ago, after Daddy made us watch that maid give birth.”

    Mellody was nodding rapidly. “I never wanted to go through that, so I was always careful not to get pregnant.” She stopped as he lips pulled into a frown. “King Bevan did that on purpose to make sure we didn’t!”

    “Until we’re married, at least,” Rochelle said with a sly grin for Saunder. 


    Adventure 14 
The Demon of Peregrine Falls

    A COLD WIND BLEW A STRANGER to the gates of Peregrine Falls. He was young and well dressed, even though he was afoot. The gate guards watched him as he walked down the road, holding his hat as the wind blew his fine cloak tightly against his back and legs. He was of middling height, almost short for this region, but something about him made the guards straighten their uniforms and come to attention as he arrived. 

    “What city is this?” the stranger asked in accented, but understandable, Forinstanian. 

    “This is Peregrine Falls, Lord,” the elder of the guards replied. 

    Nodding, the man started to walk through the gates, but the guard stopped him. “Your forgiveness, Lord, but we must ask a few questions before you may enter. What is your name, if you please?” They were cautious but respectful. Lords could be touchy about being accosted by common guards. 

    The young lord looked him dead in the eye before he answered. “Drake Standralson.”

    The guard almost took an involuntary step back. The lord’s eyes were golden, like a cat’s. “Yes, Lord. And where are you coming from, if you please?”

    Drake looked at him, then nodded back over his shoulder. “Back that way. My horse died three days ago. I don’t remember the last town I passed, but it was more than a week’s ride away. I decided to take a short-cut across the hills.” His reply was accompanied by a wry twist of his mouth that was not quite a smile. “I should have known better.”

    “Aye, Lord. Where will you be staying, if you have a preference?” the elder guard asked, noting his name and direction of travel in the gate log. 

    Now Drake smiled. “I am looking for an inn affiliated with Amberdrake’s Children.”

    The guard returned the smile. “Ah, a good choice, Lord. The Golden Wing is straight ahead, on your right. It’s a fair walk, but shouldn’t take more than half a mark to reach.”

    Drake looked about as the guard wrote in his book. “It’s odd to be questioned like this. Most towns welcome travelers with open arms.”

    The elder guard nodded. “So did we in the past, but these are troubled times. The Golden Wing will see you well settled.”

    Drake cocked an eyebrow at that comment, then nodded and walked on, glancing to the sides as he did so. Building styles had changed as he had traveled farther from home. The buildings of this town were half-timber, over a bottom half of fitted stone, and roofed with cedar shingles rather than thatch. It was an attractive arrangement, but far different from the wood and thatch that was prevalent in his hometown of Chanders.

    The Golden Wing was indeed a fair walk from the gates, but one he enjoyed. Peregrine Falls was a prosperous little city. The only thing he thought of as being odd was that wherever children played there were adult watchers. Watchers who focused on him as soon as he appeared and continued to watch him until he was gone.  

    The Golden Wing was a large inn, even by the standards of Amberdrake’s Children. Three stories towered above him, and the windows were all glazed. Opening the door, the first sound he heard was a woman’s wail of despair. It was coming from the back, and he immediately headed for it. A serving man caught him half way across the floor.

    “Good sir, please have a seat. What may I bring you?”

    Drake looked him in the eye and demanded, “Who is crying, and why?”

    “Lord, please, that’s Mistress Angela. They found little Erica this morning…” The man’s voice failed as tears filled his eyes. “The Hunter took her,” he whispered. 

    Drake looked at him with a puzzled expression. “I’m new here. Who is the Hunter?”

    The man looked up as a tear trickled down his cheek. “Someone has been taking children. Girls. They come back carved like an animal.” The man paused to swallow and wipe at his eyes. “They call him the Hunter for lack of a name.”

    Drake immediately turned toward the back room, striding forward as the server caught at his sleeve. “Please, Lord, it’s a family crisis.”

    “My family. I am Drake Standralson, Adept Mage of Amberdrake’s Children. Let go of my sleeve.” The anger in his voice and the glow of rage in his amber eyes made the server step back. Again striding forward, Drake paused just outside of the door and then eased through. 

    Three women were in the backroom; two huddled about the shoulders of the third. Drake’s entrance caused the two that were hovering to look up, but he raised a hand to quiet them. Stepping closer, he focused on the crying woman and went to one knee. 

    “Cousin, how may I help?” he asked softly, causing the last to look up. 

    “Cousin? Oh, Cousin, he took my daughter. My baby!” she wailed as Drake knelt in front of her. 

    “The server told me. How can I help?” he asked, taking her hands gently in his.

    “No one can help. No one,” she wailed as she cried. She pulled her hands away from Drake and buried her face in them once again. 

    One of the other women, a petite blond with tears shining in her blue eyes, spoke in a grief-choked voice. “No one has been able to discover who the Hunter is. The best magi in the city have tried to no avail.”

    “We thought she was safe,” the third woman said, “but he took her from her very room.”

    Drake nodded and stood, then backed away, out of the room. The server was still where he had left him. Drake looked at him and all but snarled, “Where is the girl’s body?”

    “Sir, the best…” 

    Drake growled, “Where is she?” interrupting the man. And carrying his words was a truly terrifying growl. 

    The man swallowed his fright at what he was seeing in the mage’s eyes. “At the mortuary,” he whispered.

    “Take me there,” Drake ordered, and the man immediately obeyed. 

    It took a long time to reach the mortuary. Time for Drake’s anger to grow. The mortician was reluctant to allow Drake access, but a whispered word from the server caused him to relent. 

    Erica had indeed been carved like an animal. Dressed out, and from the looks of things, alive for most of it. Deep gouges on her wrists and legs told of the ropes that had bound her. Her face was frozen in a scream of agony. 

    Drake stretched forth his considerable magical abilities, seeking the one who had done this to a child of his clan. Images of faces and places flashed through his mind, but they were all images of the people who had found her, and the circle of seven magi who had sought the person responsible. Of the perpetrator, there was no trace. 

    Drake turned to the mortician and the server. “She is to be treated as the finest lady. Do you understand?” he asked, bringing forth a purse full of gold. “The finest lady.”

    “As you command,” the mortician said softly, frightened. Drake seemed to be glowing with anger. 

    Drake turned his glowing golden eyes on the serving man. “I will not be returning to the inn. Go back and tell your mistress that I have gone hunting.” Drake’s voice was barely above a whisper, but the server reacted as if he had shouted and ran back toward the inn. 

    Drake asked the mortician, “How do I find the constable’s office?”

    The man said, “Turn left on the street, Lord. The building is about a hundred paces away.”

    Drake nodded and then walked briskly through the city. His eyes were constantly in motion as he searched for some trace of who had murdered one of his clan. One of my children.

    The chief constable was in conference when he arrived, but Drake’s identity and glowing amber eyes convinced the sergeant to interrupt him. “What is it, Carl? I said not to…”

    “Sir, please! I think you really need to meet this man,” the sergeant said, nervously glancing over his shoulder to where Drake stood glowering. “He claims to be an Adept of Amberdrake’s Children.”

    “An Adept of the Clan, is he? Well, let’s see what he has to say.” Chief Constable Anders stood and motioned the three men with him to follow. Walking out the door, he froze at the sight of Drake’s face. Swallowing the fear that suddenly grasped his throat, he nodded. “Adept,” he said cautiously. 

    “I am Drake Standralson, Adept of Amberdrake’s Children. Where was Erica found?” Drake’s eyes locked on the chief constable’s, forcing him to answer. 

    “Near the river, same as the rest, Lord,” the constable answered. His voice trembled as the air of menace the young Adept exuded intensified. 

    Drake’s eyes flicked to the men behind the chief. “Who are you?”

    The elder of the three cleared his throat. “I am Adept Danver. My colleagues, Adepts Framlin and Grove.”

    Drake nodded at the introduction. “You used a circle of seven, and still found no trace. That implies that a God or a demon was involved.”

    Adept Danver nodded. “We had thought so, young man.” Drake looked to be no more than twenty-five, for all his obvious power, while Danver was a man in his late sixties. 

    Drake’s mouth took on a wry twist at the term ‘young.’ “Not as young as all that, Adept.” Turning to the chief, he nodded. “I want to see for myself. Will you please provide me with an escort?”

    The chief constable nodded, motioning the sergeant forward. “Take the Adept to where we have been finding the bodies.” Looking at Adept Danver, he cocked his head to the side. “Would you care to join him?”

    The elderly Adept looked at the chief, hearing the plea in his voice, and nodded. “Yes, I think so.” 

    Drake stepped back and allowed the sergeant to lead him to a carriage that was parked at the side of the building. The sergeant held the door as the two Adepts entered, then took the driver’s seat himself.

    Adept Danver looked at Drake as the carriage started to move. “Where are you from, Drake? Your accent is one that I’ve never heard before.”

    Drake almost smiled. “I am from the highlands of the Darendian Empire. A little place called Chanders.”

    “Ah, that would explain it. Provincial accents…forgive me, I meant no insult,” Danver said, interrupting himself when Drake’s face changed expression.

    Drake held up his hand. “It wasn’t you. I felt something, a touch of darkness. Something inhuman just swept past us. Something that felt distinctly demonic.”

    Danver looked at Drake with new respect. “I felt nothing. You must be very sensitive to have detected it. Demons are hard to detect even when you are face to face with them.”

    Drake nodded. “I’ve had prior experience with demons.”

    Danver looked out the window of the carriage and nodded. “This is one of the better parts of town. It is hard to believe that something demonic could be here.”

    “Demons take many forms, Danver. Many forms.”

    The two lapsed into silence as the trip continued. Finally, they reached the riverfront. The sergeant stopped the carriage and hurried to open the door for the Adepts. Danver led Drake to a place on the bank near a bridge. “We have found most of the girls on this side, but two were found on the other side of the road.”

    Drake nodded and knelt, lightly brushing the dirt with his fingers. “Cleansed. There are traces of magic in the soil, but even the impressions of those who found her are fading. Something very powerful is covering its tracks very carefully.” Standing, he crossed the road and repeated his investigation. “Here as well. There may be no easy way to find this demon.”

    “So we had concluded. The magi of the circle have been taking it turn and turn about searching the city each night for some trace, but so far we have had no luck. Will you join us?”

    Drake stood and stared across the river. “No, I think I will take a more active approach. Prowling the night is an old bad habit from my youth.” Drake turned a feral snarl toward Danver, and then walked away. Nightfall was just an hour away. 

    * * *

    The streets of Peregrine Falls were well lit, but empty. People were staying indoors in these dark times, afraid of the hunter in their midst. Only the most urgent tasks would send someone out after dark. 

    A young girl of about eleven, pretty and blond, made her way across the city cautiously. She clutched her cloak tightly about herself, seeking protection from the cold as well as the darkness. 

    A man watched from the shadows and smiled thinly as the girl passed. This one is just right. Stealing silently up behind her, he covered her mouth and nose with a drugged rag and then carried her limp body away. No one noticed. 

    It was a long trip to the ceremonial place. Long enough for the drug to wear off and the girl to start crying. Good. She is afraid, and fear is power. The sack he had tied around her head muffled the girl’s cries, but he savored every sob he heard. 

    No light marked the house he drove to as inhabited, and the thick carpet of unraked leaves muffled the sound of the horses’ hooves. A dark figure opened the barn door, and quickly closed it behind them. 

    “Another so soon?”

    “Caught her crossing the city. Probably thought she was safe. We’ve been spacing them five days apart, but she looked so perfect that I couldn’t resist.”

    “Fool. Well, it can’t be undone. We’ll just keep her until the time is right and the others arrive. Bring her,” the dark man ordered, and the girl was lifted from the wagon by three sets of strong hands. The sack was removed, and the men nodded in appreciation. She was pretty, and the pretty ones brought more power. The dark lord likes them pretty. Two men took her down to the basement and locked her in a storage closet. Her cries and pleas drew smiles from the followers of the dark lord. 

    Inside, the girl found a rough pallet, a torn blanket, and a bucket that had obviously been used as a latrine. She beat her hands raw against the thick boards of the door and walls, but her screams brought no help. 

    Her screams were not, however, ignored. No, they were savored. The men who heard smiled and licked their lips in anticipation. Her fear had time to grow, and they had time to revel in it. 

    Four days passed with the girl continuing to scream and beg for release. They fed her and gave her water. The dark lord liked his victims healthy. She threw the latrine bucket at them when they opened the door, but others had done so before, so they were ready. 

    At last the night arrived. Dozens of carefully muffled men and women arrived at the dark house, all waiting for the dark lord, their master. Finally, he arrived. 

    The dark master was tall. His eyes were black pools with no whites. The lipstick and eye shadow he used were also black, accentuating the pallor of his skin. Long black fingernails tipped long white fingers. Fingers that were almost feminine. 

    In what had been the great hall of the house, they gathered. An altar had been set up in the center of a carpet that had been woven with arcane symbols. Blood stained the carpet, but no footprints. Only the dark lord dared to tread upon those symbols. 

    The sacrifice was brought in, stripped bare, with long ropes tied to her arms and legs. Strong men grasped the ropes, pulling hard so that she was lifted from the ground by the force. She screamed as her arms and legs were all but pulled from their sockets by the force of it, and the gathered people moaned in ecstasy at her agony. Walking forward with the girl suspended, they brought her to the dark lord and lowered her onto the altar, tying the ropes tightly to hold her in place. 

    The dark lord stepped forward, smiling with thin, cruel lips as the girl struggled. “This is the time. This is the place. We are the chosen,” he intoned in deep, reverberating tones. 

    “This is the time. This is the place. We are the chosen,” the people chanted back. 

    “This is the way to everlasting power. Only in the blood of innocents will strength be found.” Again, the dark lord spoke in echoing tones, and again his followers echoed him. 

    “Pain is the power. Power is the pain. Only in pain is power released.” The dark lord picked up a dagger that was stained with dried blood. “Prepare to receive the power of this child’s pain.”

    “Pain is power. Power is pain. Pain is power. Power is pain,” the gathered people chanted as they watched their lord. 

    The girl had been screaming and struggling during the whole ceremony, but suddenly she stopped. “Somehow, I don’t think things are going to work out that way for you,” she said in a sweet voice, and her smile was almost serene. Then the dark lord looked into her eyes. Golden eyes, like those of a cat. 

    Bright golden power engulfed the girl and altar, and the dark lord stumbled back, away from his intended sacrifice. When the power faded there was something on the altar that was darker than the lord. Insect-like chitin covered a body that seemed to be evil incarnate. Long claws ended fingers and toes, and an abundance of sharp teeth filled the mouth of the creature. “Timmmme to feeeeel the painnnn,” it hissed, then attacked. 

    People fell, disabled but not dead as the daemon circled the room. Arms and legs were broken and shredded as claws sought flesh. Screams of agony echoed, though they were not the screams of a young girl. Finally, there was nothing but a sea of broken and bleeding bodies scattered about the altar. 

    The dark lord was kneeling next to the altar, clasping his shredded arm. The demon within him struggled to overcome the pain and terror of its servant, but there was magic filling the room that was beyond its demonic power. Then the black form returned, and the demon fled before the magic of a daemon, magic that could only be surpassed by that of a dragon. The daemon flipped the hood back from the dark lord’s face, and the fear in his eyes was beyond that of any of the children he had killed. Again, the golden glow of power engulfed the creature, leaving a young man standing in its place. 

    “There is no power in the pain of others. Only in your own.” Grasping the dark lord by the front of his robe, Drake lifted him, then slammed him onto the altar. Ropes that had once held little girls wound themselves around the dark lord’s arms and legs. The sound of tearing cloth filled the room as the robes of the followers shredded under Drake’s magic and bound their hands and feet. 

    “This terror ends with you.” With a flick of his finger the draperies caught fire. Screams of terror filled the room once again, but they were the screams of adults. Cries of despair and pleas for mercy fell on deaf ears. The ceremonial knife appeared in Drake’s hand, and the dark lord died on his own altar, in his own fashion.

    * * *

    An anonymous tip led the constables to a house on the outskirts of town. The tipster had told of a coven of black magi that met there, and of the fate of the girls from the town. 

    Chief Constable Anders entered the house and gagged on the stench of spilt entrails and burnt flesh. “Open the windows, damn you,” he ordered, and the men behind him broke out the windows and shutters to admit light and air into the place. Moans and coughs attested to the fact that at least some of the people were still alive to be questioned. 

    As light filled the room, he saw the altar. Stretched upon it was a man, tall and emaciated. And familiar. Lord Geoff, the Keeper of the City Archives. He was rough dressed, as the girls had been. But his eyes were also gone, gouged out, and salt filled their empty sockets. Someone had condemned his soul to eternal half-life, for without his eyes he could never see the afterlife. The salt condemned him as a black mage. 

    “The Hunter. Well, now we know,” Chief Anders said to no one in particular. 

    Adept Danver was holding a handkerchief to his nose, trying in vain to filter out the stench. “Adept Drake does gruesome work, doesn’t he, Anders.”

    “Adept Drake? Are you sure? We haven’t seen him since the riverfront.”

    Adept Danver nodded as he looked about. “The signature of his power is clear. I wonder how he found them?”

    Chief Anders shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. I am not inclined to try to question him, and I suspect that he’s gone in any case. Gather up any of Lord Geoff’s followers that are still alive. We have some questions to ask.”

    A woman grasped his leg, looking up at him. “You dare not…”

    “Oh, I dare, bitch. We have questions to ask, and ways to make you answer. Ways that should be familiar to someone like you.” 

    She began to scream as two men grasped her burned legs. Others were screaming now as well as the constables sorted through them for those that still lived. In their own pain they found the power they sought, and in that power they found death.

    * * *

    “Ulp.” Rochelle sat back, away from the man across from her. “You did that?” she asked in a harsh whisper. “You burned them alive?”

    Drake nodded. “Sometimes, even something that horrible is less than they deserve. I found out before I was captured that Peregrine Falls had lost thirty young girls. Thirty girls slaughtered in a quest for power. And most of those people were nobles, leaders of the area. I never lost a moment of sleep over them.” 


    Adventure 15 
The Egg of Dracol

    IT WAS EARLY AUTUMN IN THE Northern Province of the Darendian Empire. The trees had not yet changed their leaves from green to their autumn finery, though the grains the people grew this far north had ripened, and the harvest itself was well underway. Orchards were being harvested as well, and apples, pears, and cherries were being stored away by the bushel. Farming communities were scattered here and there in this wilderness, and all of them boasted at least one tavern. Arnor’s Reach was no exception, though few of its inhabitants would have guessed at the identity of their guests.

    The door of the tavern creaked open and a young-looking man walked cautiously through. He was shorter than average for the area, with a brown wool travel cloak wrapped around his shoulders. He was as slender as a youth, but something in the way he carried himself made him seem older. He kept his head down so the brim of his floppy brown leather hat hid his eyes from the other patrons. 

    The interior of the tavern was dimly lit, and the few candle-lanterns added more smoke than light to the scene. Smoke from the fire, smoke from the kitchen, and the smoky candles scented the air with a hodgepodge of smells that few could have sorted out. But the young man was no ordinary traveler, and he could. 

    Buried among the other aromas was the spicy scent of a dragon. 

    His head came up as if he was scenting the wind. Golden eyes surveyed the room as the tavern’s patrons quieted and the barkeeper stepped around to greet him. “Aye, good sir, what’ll ye have?”

    The young man looked at the barkeeper for a moment, then nodded toward the back of the room. “Her.”

    The barkeeper looked shocked and took a step back from this strange man. “She be a customer, not a bar wench. Let me bring Sal...”

    “I know who she is,” the young man said softly, pushing past him to walk over to where the young woman sat.  

    “You’re late,” she said casually. 

    “Got distracted,” he answered with a shrug and crooked grin, drawing a most unladylike snort of amusement from her.

    “Was she that pretty?” she asked playfully, though there was a hint of anger in her eyes.

    “Not a she, Sahren. I found some interesting ruins high in the Mountains of Fear that I just had to investigate. If I hadn’t gotten hungry, I might still be there.”

    “Your forgiveness, Lady. Good sir. May I bring you anything?” the barkeeper asked, straining to see the man clearly in the gloom. 

    “Ale. Bread, cheese, and sausage,” the man answered, negligently tossing a silver crown onto the table.

    “Aye, Lord. At once,” the barkeeper said, backing away and bowing respectfully. Silver was an uncommon sight this far out on the borders. 

    Sahren all but laughed. “Drake, you really are a show-off.”

    “That’s why you love me,” Drake answered. 

    She gave him a sideways grin, then nodded. “So, tell me what could be so interesting that you would make me wait.” Her eyes flashed green for a moment, and Amberdrake cringed. In human or draconian form, Sahrendrake sometimes showed her displeasure in painful ways. 

    Drake smiled, then moved his chair over beside her. The barkeeper was returning with a tray laden with enough food for the two of them, though the lady had eaten a short time earlier. He didn’t want to risk angering the young man with her. 

    Drake waited for the man to leave before continuing. “Well, I was flying over the mountains on my way here when I spotted an unusual shadow on the side of a mountain.” He sat back and continued telling her the tale as he ate.

    “I was flying leisurely, surveying the land below as I flew. I wasn’t really looking for anything, just looking out of habit. There are few who dare to travel in that desolate land, and no bandits. There’s nothing to steal, and precious little to eat. 

    “It was late in the day, and I was preparing to land for the night when I saw a strange, angular shadow. All the other shadows were properly ragged, but this one was an almost straight line. I decided to investigate, and landed just below it. 

    “The shadow was cast by the mouth of a cave, but a cave unlike any I’ve ever seen before. It seemed to have been carved into the side of the mountain, and was old enough that the weathered surface of the rock looked the same as the boulders that were strewn about. It was exceptionally dark inside, and I decided to wait until morning to investigate. 

    “Late in the night I heard a noise, but it was unlike anything I’ve ever heard before. It was soft, yet it seemed to echo in my ears. I couldn’t ignore it, and I made my way to the entrance of the ruin. There was no way I could fit inside as a dragon, so I took the form of a daemon. I’ll admit that I was just a touch frightened, and wanted claws for protection. 

    “The sound continued to draw me on, and my claws encountered little debris once I was past the entrance. I could see a pulsating light ahead, though I doubt I would have seen it in human form. As I drew closer to the source, the sound and light grew stronger. 

    “The light had a strange tinge to it, sort of bluish-white. As I entered the chamber the light was coming from, it flared into sun-bright brilliance, blinding me. I dropped to my haunches, covering my eyes, and finally had to take human form to keep from going blind.

    “Once my eyes stopped watering, I looked around the room. It was a large, circular cavern, though it had obviously seen the hand of some intelligent being because all the walls were polished to an almost mirror finish. Even the ceiling was polished. In the center of the cavern I found the source of the light. It was a crystalline outcropping rising from the center of the floor, and it had been carved into the shape of a large egg.” He paused and held his hands three cubits apart. “A very large egg.”

    “Drake, was the crystal nearly clear, but with just a slight hint of blue in it?” Sahren asked, leaning toward him with curiosity burning in her eyes. 

    Drake nodded. “Yes, and smoothed to the point that I couldn’t detect any flaws or rough spots.”

    “The Egg of Dracol,” Sahren whispered, her voice tinged with awe and just a touch of fear.

    “The what of who?” Drake asked. “I am afraid I haven’t ever heard of that one.”

    “Ssss!” Sahren hissed, bringing her fingers to his lips. “Softly, Amberdrake! You have found something that is legendary even among dragons. The Egg of Dracol is said to be the first egg. The source of our creation. No dragon has claimed to have seen in it in a hundred centuries.”

    Drake sat very still. He had never been told of the egg, or Dracol. Now he wanted to know. “Tell me,” he all but commanded, but softly so only she heard. “All of it, Sahrendrake. What is the legend?”

    Sahren nodded, and leaned toward him. “Long ago, in the early mists of time, there were no dragons. There was life, without a doubt, but it was simple life. Simple creatures such as we still know, but no intelligent beings. No draigers. No ocellen. Certainly no humans. But there were no dragons either. 

    “There were our ancestors, though. Flying reptiles with little beyond instinct to guide them. Then, suddenly, there was something else. A single being, possessed of singular abilities. 

    “She was called Dracol, or so she came to be called. No one is certain what she called herself, or what her contemporaries called her. But she lived in a cavern with a magical stone that had changed her ancestors through generation upon generation until she was born, the first dragon. 

    “Dracol was no giant such as we, beloved. She and her kind were small, about the size of a small dog. But she possessed magic, and with that magic came intelligence. Dracol began reshaping her world with little thought of the consequences. The little cave that she and her people inhabited became the scene of many failed experiments. Her magic washed over her family and herself, changing them even further. Soon others of her people began to exhibit magical abilities. 

    “Dracol and her people became something other than the creatures that they had been born as. As their magic grew, so did their bodies. As their bodies grew, so did their intelligence. The magic grew with them, and soon they emerged to become the premier beings of the world. 

    “The lifespan of Dracol and her kind was short, only ten to twelve years, but the magic changed that. They lived very long lives, and their constant use of magic continued to change them. In the end Dracol had sixty offspring. She and her brood took over the cavern and reshaped it, making it a shrine to their power.”

    “And I stumbled onto it.” Amberdrake sighed. 

    “Yes. You are not the first, beloved. Others have found that cavern in times long past. Ocellen were originally a type of ocelot until generations of them laired in a certain cave. Draigers were from the same rootstock as we, though they developed differently. And we, through natural selection and careful breeding, have become what we are.”

    “Gods, Sahren. Can you imagine what would happen if humans found that cave and began living there?”

     “Oh, yes. It was one of father’s fears.”

    Drake looked into Sahren’s eyes and read her thoughts. “It will take us three days to fly back.”

    * * *

    The young lord and lady left Arnor’s Reach before the sun rose the next morning. Few saw them ride out of the town, and few cared about their going. The horses the lady purchased were nondescript animals, and she had paid nearly twice their worth in silver without blinking. 

    “A rich young woman, indeed,” the stableman muttered to his wife as the pair rode away, “but terribly stupid.”

    Drake and Sahren rode side by side for half of the day, then, near a meadow, they dismounted. Drake looked at Sahrendrake as she transformed into her draconian form, and laughed as she pounced on her horse. Following her example, Amberdrake returned to what had become his natural form, and attacked his own horse. Both animals were gone within moments, and Sahrendrake took to the air, searching for something else to eat. Amberdrake was close on her tail, though not too close. She tended to be a bit snappish when she was hungry. 

    A herd of elk learned the fate of the inattentive soon thereafter, and the two dragons gorged on the magnificent animals without a thought. Then, sated, they again took to the air, flying hard to reach the valley of legend.

    Three days of punishing effort delivered the pair to the valley, and Sahrendrake commanded Amberdrake to show her the opening. He pointed with his muzzle, and she immediately went to the opening and transformed to human form. Drake was close behind her as she made her way into the shrine. Light greeted them as they entered the cavern, and Sahrendrake immediately knelt by the egg. 

    “Amberdrake, this is incredible. Can you feel it?” she asked, passing her hands over the crystal without touching it. 

    “If you mean can I feel the power, yes. Now that I know what it is. This is the sound I heard, the sound that drew me here. The ringing of power in my ears.”

    Sahrendrake hardly heard him. The sight of her species’ creator mesmerized her. She finally dared to touch it, and found the crystal smooth and warm under her fingers. The light was dazzling, yet somehow she was able to look directly into its heart without discomfort. 

    Amberdrake took up a position directly across from Sahrendrake and knelt, staring into it as she was doing and seeing her as he had never seen her before. The crystal showed him Sahrendrake in detail, her beautiful physical being and the magical being that lived inside her skin. 

    “This is incredible, Sahrendrake,” he whispered.

    “It is beyond that, Amberdrake. Far beyond,” she said in an echoing voice. “This is the beginning of our kind, the beginning of what we are.”

    Amberdrake stood and backed away, suddenly aware that he was treading holy ground. A prickling of superstitious fear shivered up his spine. This is a place that no dragon should ever see, or one that every dragon must see. 

    “Sahrendrake, what should we do about this? Who else should we tell?”

    “No one!” Sahrendrake snapped. “No one, Amberdrake. Too many curious dragons coming here would reveal it to the humans. There is no settlement near here, but men occasionally travel these mountains.”

    “Then we must hide it.” Sahrendrake nodded her agreement and stood and turned toward the entrance, only to stop in shock. “Sahrendrake? What is it?” Amberdrake asked, looking at her curiously.

    “Can’t you see her?” Sahrendrake whispered. “Can’t you see?”

    “Welcome, my child,” a spectral voice said, though only Sahrendrake heard it. “Seldom have you children come visiting these long centuries.” 

    “Dracol?” Sahrendrake said in a voice husky with emotion.

    “Such is the name I have been given, my child,” the voice answered.

    “Who are you talking to, Sahrendrake?” Amberdrake asked, slightly annoyed at being left out. 

    “Can’t you see her?” Sahrendrake hissed, never taking her eyes from the specter in front of her. 

    “He cannot. Only those of my line may see me. He is not of the blood.”

    “He was not born a dragon, Ancestress,” Sahrendrake said in the most childlike tone Amberdrake had ever heard from her. 

    “Is that why you wear that form, my child? The form your companion was born to?”

    “It is, Ancestress. One of the Old Gods made him a dragon, and he has been my mate for seven seasons.”

    The form shimmered, and suddenly Amberdrake could see her as well. “Speak your name to me, God-child,” the specter commanded.

    “Drake Standralson, called Amberdrake,” Amberdrake said immediately, bowing deeply. 

    “Welcome, God-child. You have been here before.”

    “I have, several days ago. I told Sahrendrake...”

    “And she returned with you here. What is it that you seek, daughter?” The specter looked at Sahrendrake, and she could not refuse to answer. 

    “Home. The origins of my kind. You, Ancestress.” 

    “And so you have found me. Many long years have passed since the last visitor entered here. He came in his own form, though. Take your form so that I may look upon you as you truly are.” The specter waved a foreclaw and Sahrendrake was once again a dragon, though small enough to comfortably stand in the shrine. “And you, God-child.” Again, the specter waved, and Amberdrake joined his mate. “My, you are a handsome one,” the ancient dragoness said as she chuckled. 

    “Ancestress, how...”

    “I am here for those who need me, my child. It is happenstance that the God-child found this place. Or perhaps not. He did bring you here.” The specter’s face twisted into a draconian grin. “Leave now, and do not return. You have the answer to your question within yourself. You are the true blood, and in you lies all that was.” The specter began to fade, but she turned to Amberdrake before she faded completely from view. “And in you, God-child, there lies all that will be.” With that final cryptic remark she was gone, leaving two bewildered youngsters in her wake.

    “What did she mean by that, Sahrendrake? What did she mean that in me lies all that will be?”

    “You are the future of dragon-kind, Amberdrake. In me is the old-blood, her line through time unknowable. But your new blood is the future of our species.”

    Amberdrake cocked his head to the side, looking at his mate carefully. “How long until our first clutch hatches?”

    “Three centuries,” she replied, looking back into his eyes. 

    “We really need to watch those kids, Sahrendrake. If she,” he nodded toward where the specter had been, “is right, then it isn’t me, but my get that will change draconian kind.”

    “Our get,” Sahrendrake snapped, following it up with a real snap that just barely missed his muzzle. “You males! Who does all the work? Who carries the eggs? Who lays the eggs? Who hides the eggs? Harrumph!”

    Amberdrake, the most powerful dragon-mage that had ever lived, held his head close to the floor of the cavern as his favored mate scolded him and simply said, “Yes, Sahrendrake.”

    The two dragons left the cavern, Sahrendrake leading the way to the valley floor. When they looked back there was no sign that anything but virgin rock made up the wall. 

    “As the legend says,” Sahrendrake whispered. “We will not be able to find it again. Not until another draws her attention.”

    “Then let’s leave. We still have the festival in Greater Westport to attend.” He grinned at her. “I really think you’re going to like it.” His grin made her laugh, and the pair took to the air as a spirit sighed. 

    “Fly high, daughter. The God-child’s blood will change us, as the blood of God-children has changed us in the past.”

    * * *

    Now both Mellody and Rochelle were giggling. “I’d love to meet her,” Rochelle gasped. 

    “She certainly knows how to handle you, Drake!” Mellody howled. 

    Even Saunder was grinning. “She sounds like a—formidable—mate, Drake.”

    “Oh, yes. Very formidable. But it will be ninety-nine years before I will see her again.”

    “Until then,” Mellody said as she smiled at him, “you are my mate.” 


    Adventure 16 
The Merciless Mage of Woodberry

    LEAVES CRUNCHED UNDER A YOUNG MAN’S feet as he walked up the road to the city of Woodberry. He was nothing extraordinary to look at, at least at first glance. Bystanders let their eyes linger for a moment, then pass on as if he was nothing, for he was nobody they knew or cared to know. He was just another wandering beggar. 

    The young man didn’t return anyone’s glance. He was careful of that. He knew they were dismissing him, and he was quite pleased that they did. The lowest of the low, the dust beneath even the lowliest servant’s feet, such as he were never really noticed. Never cared for. Never remembered. 

    A small, satisfied smiled crossed his lips. If anyone had bothered to look at him, at his golden eyes, they would have remembered. It had only been twenty-five years since he had walked these streets in another guise. In those days he had been a man of wealth and power. A man who commanded others. A Lord of the highest order. Now he appeared to be just twenty-five. Anyone who remembered his face from those days would think him his own son. Or grandson. 

    He smiled beneath his concealing cover of dirt and grime, and decided on a name. He had used dozens over the years, but he always came back to one: Drake Standralson, the name he’d been given at birth. 

    His feet had carried him to the temple run by the Sisters of Mercy, a religious order he had generously provided for during his previous visit, and he was welcomed into the order’s great enclosure. 

    “Gracious, child, you look all in. Come, come, let’s get you clean,” the sister who sat at the door said as soon as he set foot in her domain. Her hand was soft and gentle on his arm as she guided him through the building. She led him to another door, and it opened as they approached. A man stepped out and smiled. 

    “Thank you, Sister Elise. I’ll see to him from here.” The man’s voice was gentle and he guided Drake toward what looked like a public bath. “Do you have a name?”

    “Drake, sair. Son of Standral,” he replied. 

    “Well Drake, son of Standral,” the man began as he put a foot out and pushed Drake toward a waiting pool of water, “you’ll forget your name in time while you work the mines.” 

    Drake stumbled and fell into the water, and four burly men jumped in with him. All four of them were easily half again Drake’s size, and they stripped him to the skin, washed him roughly with lye soap, then trussed him up with heavy ropes. A piece of cord as thick as his thumb was tightened in his mouth as a gag, and he was dragged around to see the man who had pushed him standing by the edge of the pool. 

    “Did you really think we’d just feed and clothe you?” he asked as the men around them laughed. “You’ll be fed what the other slaves eat at the mines. You’ll wear what the other slaves wear at the mines. And when you die deep in the ground, you’ll receive the mercy of the gods, just like the other slaves.” He gestured imperiously, and the four men carried Drake’s bound body up a set of stairs. 

    Drake was forced to walk down a long corridor and was roughly shoved into a dimly-lit room that held a dozen other poor young men. He fell, and the door slammed behind him, muffling the laughter of the men who had captured him. 

    As soon as the guards walked away, the others in the room rushed him, loosening his bindings and removing the gag from his mouth. He started to speak, but a hand was held firmly over his mouth as one of the others leaned near. 

    “Quietly! They listen and punish those that make a fuss.” He shifted his gaze to a young man in the corner who had blood bubbling at the corner of his mouth. “Who are you?”

    “Drake,” he replied in a barely audible whisper. 

    “Does anyone know you’re here?”

    “No.” 

    “Then you’re as snared as we are. Come, you can share Alder’s blanket. We all have to share.” He pulled at Drake to get him over to the side of the room. 

    “What happened to the Sisters of Mercy?” he asked as soon as he was huddling against the wall. “They were supposed to serve the poor. Help those in need. What happened?”

    “I thought same as you. I’ve been here three days. There was no one when I got here, but it smelled like someone had been here the day before.” 

    “But the Sisters of-”

    “Whatever become of them, those out there don’t give away nothing!” 

    Drake looked around as his worst fears were confirmed. The rumors that young men and women were disappearing from the sanctuary he had endowed were obviously true. Where they are disappearing to is another thing I have to find out. A sound in the hall had all the young men huddling against the walls, and Drake copied them. There will be an accounting, but it will wait. 

    The door opened and a man stepped in with a bucket and a stack of bowls. “Take a bowl, stand in line, and you’ll be fed,” he said in a roughened voice. 

    Drake joined the others, taking the last place in line, and waited until his turn came to look at the food. 

    Gruel, with what looked like weevils in it, and what might be called a green vegetable of some kind. Drake held out his bowl and got his portion, then looked over at the injured man and said, “What about-” 

    The ladle crashed down on his head, dropping him to his knees and sending his bowl spinning across the room. “You’ll do no speaking here, slave!” the man shouted, then kicked Drake in the stomach for good measure. “Stack your bowls!” he shouted at the rest, and they scrambled to obey lest they incur his wrath as well. 

    Drake was seeing stars and having trouble breathing when the door slammed. The nameless leader of the slaves helped get him back to the wall. “I told you to be quiet!” he whispered fiercely. 

    “But, what about-”

    “Worry about yourself, not him. He’ll die soon. They broke his ribs and one punctured a lung.”

    Drake curled around his agony, then took a deep breath. “How can I allow this?” he asked, more of himself than anyone else. 

    “Quiet!” the others pleaded. 

    Drake sank into silence. He was hungry, chilled, and sitting bare-ass naked in a room full of poor, hungry, chilled, bare-ass naked young men while one of their number slowly drowned in his own blood not three steps away. 

    Drake was silent, but his mind was racing. I have to wait. I have to find out where they’ve taken the others, and then I have to find out where they have been sending the women. Then I’ll deal with the leaders. But that boy will die tonight if I do nothing.

    Drake looked at him and watched as his labored breathing brought more blood to his lips. Drake moved his finger a little, and the boy slipped into sleep. Too soon, the boy’s labored breathing stopped. Drake silently cursed, but he had known he was going to face harsh decisions. Still, that one death sealed the fate of the leaders of this bunch of thieves and slave-takers. Instead of facing slavery themselves, they will all die. 

    Drake hardly slept, but then, he hardly needed to. He was awake at dawn when the door opened. A different man was there, and he came in with a whip in his hands.

    “Up on your feet, you worthless scum!” he snarled and the whip snaked out to slash across one boy’s back. The boy stifled a scream and scrambled to his feet along with everyone else. “I said up!” the man shouted, and his whip cracked once again, but it was against the dead flesh of the last boy in the cell. The man stepped over and kicked the body, but nothing happened. He grunted and turned toward the rest of them. “Let that be a lesson to you,” he snarled, “and don’t you ever forget it. Now get out. You’re leaving today.” 

    The young men, boys against Drake’s true age, hurried to obey the huge man, and rushed out to be grabbed by a group of big men in leather aprons. They were forced out of the building through a small door, and into a waiting enclosed wagon. There were no windows except for a small grate up at the front, and the back closed solidly. The wagon smelled of excrement and fear-sweat. Maybe I need to rethink this plan. This is worse than the worst I thought could be happening. 

    The wagon lurched into motion, and he and the others struggled to keep from being thrown to the floor. Finally, the ride steadied, and they were able to squat without sitting in the stinking mess beneath. It occurred to Drake that only one kind of wagon could pass through the city smelling like this: A “night earth” wagon full of the city’s chamber-pot offerings, heading out to fertilize the fields. 

    The air inside the wagon was stiflingly hot, and the vapors and odors made it much worse, but all the young men fought to stay conscious. The thought of what they were standing in was all the incentive they needed. 

    The light outside the little window was beginning to get dim when the wagon slowed and stopped. The back of the wagon was torn open and bright light flooded the compartment. The young men who had been in darkness for so long held their hands up to block the light, and rough hands grabbed their arms and threw them on the ground behind the wagon. 

    “Get up, you filthy, flea-ridden slaves!” a man shouted and they all fought their way to their feet. As soon as they were standing, buckets of cold water were dumped over them. “You lot smell like shit,” the man sneered, and the other man laughed. 

    “Bring them over here,” a voice commanded, and the larger men pushed the group of frightened young men toward the speaker. “Line up,” he commanded and all of them, even Drake, hurried to obey. 

    “You men are here to dig. That’s all. You’re not here to waste energy on talking or making friends. You’ll be fed twice a day. If you commit an infraction against the rules, you don’t eat that day. The rules are simple. Don’t talk. Dig where you are told, when you are told. Sleep where you are told and only there. Shit and piss only at meal times, and only in the buckets.”

    Another man stepped up and looked them over. “They get more pathetic every time. The Sisters of Mercy aren’t drawing the best beggars these days. It seems that only the young and dumb ones come to them anymore. Fortunately, young and dumb dig quite well.” 

    Drake saw the man’s face and fought down the urge to bring this farce to an end right then. He knew those features. He’d dandled that man on his knee when he was a baby. He’d left his fortune to him when his time came to move on. His name was Davik, and Drake had once called him son.

    Davik looked at the overseer and nodded. “Feed them, show them where to sleep, and have them in the pit at dawn.” He looked them over with a satisfied smile, then turned away. 

    “All right, you heard him!” the overseer shouted. “Take them to eat. Issue them each a tunic, sandals, and blanket.” Men started shoving them toward a tent and each of the young men did his best to obey, even when no order was given. 

    ‘Tunics’ was a very generous term for the garments they were issued. Used-to-rags grain sacks was closer to the truth. The sandals were rough ovals of leather with pieced together thongs to hold them to their feet. The blankets weren’t much better than the tunics, but at least each man had his own. Then the food came. 

    Beans, boiled with some kind of meat that Drake didn’t want to identify, and a piece of stale, moldy bread with what might be lard spread on it, was given to each man, and Drake carefully guarded his plate. He hadn’t eaten in two days, and this meager meal would be barely enough to sustain him. 

    Their beds were just depressions in the dirt that they laid their blankets in, and all of them obeyed the prohibition on speaking. That silence was soon broken by snoring, and Drake felt his eyelids closing. With food, he could deny sleep. With sleep, he could deny hunger. But with both in short supply, he could deny neither. 

    A sound deep in the night caused Drake’s eyes to snap open. Two men who were all-too-obviously not slaves had grabbed one to the other young men and had him bent over in and all-too-eloquent pose. The man behind the boy was unfastening his pants, and Drake caught a glimpse of his face in the light of the candle he’d brought. 

    “Davik, stop that!” he roared and stood. 

    The darkness under the tent was almost complete, but Davik saw the silhouette of a man standing and pointed at him. “Put that beast down!” he shouted, and three men headed toward Drake in the darkness. They never made it. 

    Drake burst into golden glowing glory that only one of the men had ever seen before, and swords of pure power cut down the guards as Davik’s voice failed him. 

    “I left you a thriving community and a fortune, Davik,” Drake said as he walked forward, clothed in cloth of gold and glowing like a sun. “I went away to see what kind of man you’d turn out to be. I must say, I’m disappointed in—tuck that away and fasten your pants, boy!” Drake glowered as his adopted son hurriedly obeyed. 

    “F-F-Father, you, can’t be-”

    “Shut your mouth, Davik!” Drake roared, and the mountains seemed to echo with his anger. “I set up the Sisters of Mercy to provide for the poor and impoverished, not to turn them into slaves! And what have you done with the women who have come through the sanctuary, or should I bother to ask?” 

    “You can’t be—” Davik began, but Drake backhanded him off his feet. 

    “Oh, son, did you ever make a mess of things. Do you have any concept of what a disappointment you are to me?” Drake seemed to age as Davik watched, his body thickening and his hair thinning, then going grey. Lines became great creases into his face, and suddenly Davik was facing his seventy-seven-year-old father. “I’ll be taking over my estate again, and I’ll start here.” 

    The commotion had drawn the attention of the rest of the men in the compound, and they came running with torches in their hands. Drake let them come, then waved his hand toward them. Men fell like scythed wheat as Drake bound their hands and feet. One man screamed as he fell on his torch and became a torch in his turn, but Drake didn’t put him out. He just let him scream as he burned, until the screams abruptly stopped. 

    Drake looked at Davik and saw that so-tenderly-remembered face go as white as bread dough. “You have a lot to answer for, Davik, and I’ll see that the city magistrates make you pay for each of your crimes.”

    “Javallan won’t let you,” Davik managed to say as Drake stepped toward him. “He’s my partner, and he won’t let you do anything to me. He won’t even make me give you back the estate. It’s mine now and you can’t—” 

    Whatever Davik thought Drake couldn’t do was cut short when Drake hit him in the chin with an iron-hard fist. Davik fell like a spiked ox, and lay silent next to the young man he had thought to rape. 

    Drake looked around and a shroud of golden power wrapped the young men on the ground. There were some cries of alarm, but they faded as every one of them was clothed in what would pass for wool tunics and pants, and something approximating leather made boots around their feet. Each man found a hat that appeared to be made of the same material as his tunic, an overcoat, and a thick blanket rolled into a packet on the ground beside him. 

    “I owe you all a tremendous apology,” Drake said as he looked around. “I left my son in charge and he desecrated everything I had established. The cash box and his purse will give each of you a silver crown and six sparks. I’ve raided the storehouse and what food there is waits for you on the tables. Eat your fill and take the rest with you. This lot won’t be needing any of it.” 

    The men who had lain down as slaves cautiously walked to the tables, avoiding the bound men on the ground. Most of them simply grabbed what food they could carry and fled, putting as much distance between the legendary mage and his hateful son as they could. 

    Only one of them, the young man who had been in charge when Drake had been brought in, stayed. He walked over to Drake and looked into his eyes for a moment. Then he turned away without a word, walking quickly to catch up with the rest. 

    Drake watched the freed men go, then turned his attention to the men who Davik had employed. Perhaps it wasn’t really their fault that Davik had used them to brutalize the young men they had captured, but he was beyond such considerations. Drake unbound their feet and lifted them up to stand in the light of the flaring torches. 

    “You lot will be facing your fate beside Davik,” he said as he walked among them. “Line up!” he barked, and the men did as he commanded. A slave yoke appeared between them, circling the neck of each man with a loop of metal and binding each man to the men around him with a three-foot long bar. 

    Drake smiled sourly as he used magic to awaken Davik. “Up front, you little bastard,” he muttered as he forced his heir into position. A loop of the same metal appeared around his neck and bars bound him to the two leaders of the workmen. 

    Drake then turned his attention to the mine. “I think that hole has caused enough sorrow,” he muttered, more to himself than anyone else, and the ground trembled as he collapsed the mine, bringing half the mountain down on it. 

    Drake turned to find Davik glaring at him. “Javallan isn’t going to let you get away with this.”

    “Javallan? Isn’t he that little fop you used to get in trouble with? The youngest son of Vertan Starvanson?”

    “Yes,” Davik almost snarled. “He’s chief magistrate of Woodberry. He won’t let you do this to me.” 

    “We’ll see. We will just have to wait and see.” Drake smiled and suddenly Davik began to sweat. “I wonder how the city fathers and lord mayor will react to finding out what you and your little friend have been up to. The last I remember, it was a beheading offence to take a freeman as a slave. I should know: I wrote that law.” 

    “You can’t—”

    “Oh, I can. Be silent now.” Drake waved his hand and Davik’s voice failed. “Let’s get going. It’s a bit of a walk, but you lot look healthy enough.” Drake began walking and the bound men had no choice but to follow him. 

    The ‘bit of a walk’ was far more than a one-day trek. Drake set an easy pace, but it was barely dawn when Davik began to falter. Drake stopped at a farmhouse and paid a silver crown to water his captives at the well. He freed the last man in line and had him draw water and deliver it to his companions. The farmer and his wife stood at the door and watched in silence. They didn’t know what was happening, apparently and feared to ask. 

    The walk back to Woodberry took a day and a half. Davik was nearly lame by the time they got there, and most of the workers were in little better shape. People saw them coming and rushed out to see what was happening. Then Davik was recognized and the city guard was summoned. 

    “Halt!” a guardsman shouted, stepping out to face Drake. “By what right do you collar a lord?” 

    “By right of capture,” Drake answered. “Davik and his workmen have been taking slaves from among the freemen of this kingdom.”

    “Free him,” an older guardsman ordered. 

    “No. Davik will face the city council for his crimes.” 

    The older guardsman stepped forward and stopped with his nose just inches from Drake’s. “I said free him.”

    Drake smiled, which seemed to confuse the guardsman. “Perhaps I should introduce myself. I am Lord Drake Standralson, Adept Mage Royal of Demarest, and one of the founders of this little hell-hole. Now get out of my way before I turn you into a newt.” Drake’s eyes had begun to glow and the guardsman, and everyone else for that matter, fled before his anger. 

    Drake moved on, all but dragging his captives behind him as he walked through the city. He looked around, noting the changes that had been made to the original city layout, and eventually found himself at the foot of the city hall steps. A welcoming committee was waiting for him. 

    “Free those men at once,” a fat little man all but shouted. “Free Lord Davik this instant!” His voice had risen as he shouted and ended in a nice impression of a woman’s scream. 

    “No,” Drake answered, and smiled as the little man began to sputter. 

    “You will free Lord Davik at once or you’ll face the penalties for disobeying me!” 

    Drake looked at him and shook his head. “I think instead it is you who will be facing some penalties, Javallan. I accuse you of collusion with Davik No-Man’s-Son in the enslavement of free men within the kingdom.”

    “Davik Drakeson is one of the most respected—”

    “Davik is disowned,” Drake said loudly. “I took in an abandoned baby boy and made him my son, but the man he has become is a disgrace and an offence to everything I stand for. He has no title, no lands, and no place among the decent people of this kingdom.”

    “You cannot be Lord Drake—” Javallan started again, but once again Drake interrupted him.

    “Because Davik had me declared dead?” Drake asked. “I was just out and about, seeing the world for a while. I left him in charge, but he had to have help from someone else to declare me dead. That would be you, I believe.” 

    “Drake, is that really you?” one of the older men asked, stepping forward. 

    It took Drake a minute to recognize him, but a great smile lit his face when he did. “Aric, you old scoundrel, I thought you’d be in Death’s embrace by now.” 

    “No, but I feel Her icy breath on the back of my neck. Are you sure about this, Drake?”

    Drake nodded and sighed mightily before he answered. “Yes, Aric, I’m sure. I heard rumors that young men were disappearing from the temple and came to investigate. I made myself appear young and went to them for help.” He continued to tell the whole tale as more and more people surrounded them. “I formally accuse Davik and his partner, Javallan, of illegally enslaving freemen.”

    “And these others?” another of the old men asked. 

    “These were employees of Davik’s. They ran the mine.”

    The man looked at Javallan and pursed his lips. “Where did the women and girls get sent, Javallan?”

    “Lord Nearan, you cannot—”

    “You seem overly fond of telling your elders what they cannot do, Javallan. I’ll remind you that you are magistrate by our decree. I call for a voice vote of the council: All in favor of throwing Javallan out on his ass, say aye.” 

    Six of the seven men on the steps immediately said, “Aye.” The seventh man just turned away and refused to answer. 

    “Guards, take Javallan down with his accomplice,” Lord Aric commanded, and two burly guardsmen grabbed Javallan by the arms and dragged him off the steps. “Now, I’ll ask you again. Where did the girls and young women go, Javallan?”

    “Davik, why don’t you answer?” Drake said, freeing Davik’s voice. 

    “Darvin’s Port. The whorehouses in Darvin’s Port,” Davik said in a sullen tone. 

    “Gods Below,” the man who had refused to vote against Javallan swore. Drake finally recognized him as Vertan Starvanson, Javallan’s father. “You are both a disgrace to your people. There is only one penalty for what you’ve done. As Lord Mayor, I call upon the council to vote. I say guilty, and call for be-beheading.” 

    Lord Aric nodded. “I say guilty, and call for beheading.” 

    One by one, the other five members of the City Council voted, condemning Davik and Javallan to death. 

    “What of the others?” another of the councilmen asked. 

    “They are paid retainers of Lord—of Davik No-Man’s-Son. As such, they are not responsible for the transgressions of their employers,” Lord Vertan said as he looked at them. “Drake, free them. They will be properly dealt with by the city guard.” 

    Drake raised a finger and the slave yoke around the men’s necks fell to dust. A brace of guardsmen took the men and hurried them away, leaving only Javallan and Davik facing the council. 

    “Imprison those two,” Lord Aric commanded. “They will face the headsman at dawn.” He frowned as the last of Davik and Javallan’s bravado fell away and both men began begging for their lives. Guardsmen came forward and dragged them away, ignoring their threats and pleas. 

    “Drake, what shall we do with the Sisters of Mercy?” Aric asked. 

    “I intended the temple to help the poor. I’d say clear it out and treat the people in it the same as the men from the mine.” 

    “And the temple?”

    “It will stay. I was tempted to tear it to the ground, but there is a need for it. I just have to find someone more reliable to run it.”  

    “That will wait. For now, I order the city guard to occupy the temple and seize everyone in it.” Lord Vertan looked to his right, and two guardsmen immediately went to do his bidding. “Now I have to go explain to my family why my son is going to be executed in the morning.” He turned and walked away with his head hung low, and no one stood in his way. 

    “No man should have to condemn his own son like that,” Aric said as he walked down to stand by Drake. 

    “Agreed. I don’t feel any better about Davik. I think I’ll go to the Golden Eye and drown my sorrows.” He smiled at his old friend. “Sometimes the best you can do is cry in your beer.” 

    Drake walked away alone, hardly noticing that the crowd parted to let him pass. The Golden Eye Tavern was only a few hundred paces away, and soon he was sitting at the bar, ordering beer and sausage, along with bread and cheese. He didn’t know anyone there, but he was known and everyone stayed away from him. 

    Once his belly was full, Drake headed for his old home. The estate was still as impressive as he remembered, and he headed for the door without hesitation. It opened before he got there and a majordomo stood in his path. 

    “Who may I say is calling?” he asked. 

    “Drake Standralson, Lord of this manor and estate.” 

    “Lord Drake has been dead—”

    “No, I am not dead,” Drake interrupted. “I’ve just been traveling. Get out of my way.” 

    The man stood his ground. “It will be up to Lord Davik to say who you are.” 

    “Davik is in the city prison awaiting his execution in the morning,” Drake snapped. “He and his partner, Javallan.”

    “That does not prove that you are Lord Drake.” 

    Drake was drunk enough that he didn’t care if people respected him or feared him anymore, and bright golden light shrouded him as he stepped forward. “Get out of my way, lackey, or I’ll burn your eyes out.” 

    The man fell back, scrambling to get away from Drake. Maids and other menservants had come to see what the commotion was, and watched in awe as Drake returned to his home. He continued through the house and up the stairs, ignoring the shocked looks he was receiving. The door to the master’s suite opened before he got there, and a young woman stood defiantly in his way. 

    “This is my house, and these are my rooms,” she said, stopping Drake in his tracks. 

    “You’re Davik’s wife?” he asked. 

    “I am.” 

    Drake looked at her sideways, then nodded. “Boy always liked blondes. If you didn’t hear, you’ll be a widow in the morning.” 

    She shouted, “What!” as she took a step forward. 

    “Davik’s been convicted of taking freemen as slaves. He and Javallan will face the headsman at dawn.” 

    Now the girl staggered back a step to lean her back against the doorframe. “What will become of us?” she asked in a stunned tone. 

    “Us who?” 

    “My children and I?”

    “You hardly look old enough to have children. How many?”

    “Three of my own, plus two from Davik’s first wife.” 

    Drake stepped back and rubbed his nose. Damn nose gets itchy every time I get drunk. “I disowned him and disinherited him. Not really my son, you know. Foundling. But you and the kids—I don’t know what to do with you and the kids. I need some sleep. Which room is open?”

    She pointed back up the hallway with her nose. “The guest room is the third door on the right.” 

    “Wake me in the morning. I have to attend the execution.” He turned away, ignoring the sob that Davik’s wife let escape. He went into the third door and found the room sufficient to his needs. He collapsed on the bed and rolled himself in the blanket without undressing. He was snoring in moments. 

    Drake snapped awake several hours later. It took a moment for him to remember where he was, then he relaxed. His old house. The guest room. Davik’s wife and—

    Something crashed down on Drake’s head, almost knocking him out. He instinctively shielded himself and the next blow fell against an iron-hard shell of energy. 

    “What the hells is going on!?” he shouted. 

    “You’re not going to kill my father!” a feminine voice shouted.  “I’ll kill you if you kill my father!” 

    Drake exerted himself and every candle and lantern in the room flared to life. He rolled away from the girl and sat up, rubbing his head. “Your father signed his own death warrant, girl,” he said. He was sliding out of the bed, carefully keeping it between them. 

    “You did this! Undo it! Make it not true!” The girl had tears streaming down her face as she shouted at him. She was holding an old walking stick like a two-handed sword and it shook as she shouted.

    “Havan! What are you doing?” Davik’s wife shouted as she came into the room. 

    “I’m going to make him take it back! I’m not going to let him kill my father!” 

    “Havan, this isn’t the way,” she said, taking the stick away from the girl. “I’ll petition the council, but if your father has been convicted, there will be little we can do.” She looked at Drake as she continued. “Your grandfather will have to decide what will happen to us.” 

    “He can save him!” Havan shouted, pointing at Drake. 

    “No, I can’t. And even if I could, I wouldn’t,” Drake said as he walked around the bed. “Davik’s crimes can’t be so easily forgiven.” 

    Havan screamed, “Why did you come here!” as she glared at Drake with her fists clenched at her sides. 

    Drake shook his head. “To find out if the rumors about the Temple of Mercy were true.” 

    “But why did you have to drag my father into it?” 

    “Davik was into it all the way before I arrived. Havan, be thankful that you and the rest of your family aren’t facing the council. You could have been sold into slavery as a punishment for your father’s crimes. You still may, depending on the council’s mood after the execution.” He stopped talking as Havan took a step back. 

    “They wouldn’t really do that, would they?” she asked, suddenly a young girl again. 

    “They may,” her stepmother answered. “None of your father’s friends will speak for me.” 

    Drake rubbed his sore skull as he walked toward the door. “I’ll speak for you if the question arises. For now, I need a cold cloth and some willow-bark tea. My head hurts.” He headed down the stairs to the kitchen, not caring if they followed him or not. 

    The cook was new to him. The glass container of powdered willow-bark was not, and he reached for it automatically. “Sit, if you will, and I’ll prepare your tea, Lord Drake,” the cook said, and he obeyed. 

    Davik’s wife went to the sink and brought back a cold, wet cloth. “Even if the council is lenient with us, what will happen now?” she asked as she handed it to him. 

    “What is your name? I didn’t think to ask before.” 

    “Ardana, Lord Drake.” 

    “Ardana, I have no way of knowing what the council will decide. I will not throw you out, so you’ll have a place here. If they enslave you—I don’t know. We’ll see what we see at dawn.” 

    Ardana took a step back, then turned and fled from the kitchen. The cook put a cup of steaming hot tea near Drake’s elbow, and he immediately began sipping it. The fate of Davik’s family rolled around in his mind as the tea took effect, and then a cock crowed in the yard. The sky was beginning to brighten, and soon Davik would die. 

    Drake walked out of the manor house and followed the street to the center of town. A block was already in place, and a crowd was starting to gather. Whispers and the murmur of soft conversation followed Drake as he walked across the square. He stopped at the bottom of the city hall steps and waited. He didn’t have to wait long. 

    The seven members of the city council walked out of the city hall, dressed in their formal regalia, and the struggling forms of Davik and Javallan were being dragged along behind them. The council stopped, but the four guardsmen who were escorting the condemned men continued to the block. 

    Lord Mayor Vertan Starvanson took one step ahead of the other councilors and addressed the crowd. “People of Woodberry, yesterday it was revealed that two of our Lords were engaged in slave taking within the kingdom. Javallan Vertanson and Davik No-Man’s-Son were found guilty, and today they shall face their fate.” He gestured toward the block and a man in a black hood stepped forward with an enormous ax. 

    “Javallan, kneel,” the headsman commanded, and the two men holding Javallan’s arms forced him to his knees. “Bow,” the headsman ordered, and Javallan was forced to put his head on the block. He was crying, begging for forgiveness, but no one answered his pleas. 

    The headsman took a step back and in one smooth motion brought his ax around and down. The solid-thock of the ax sinking into the block ended Javallan’s cries. 

    The headsman worried his blade free, then stepped back. “Davik, kneel,” he commanded, and Davik’s knees collapsed. “Bow,” the headsman commanded, and the two guardsmen holding Davik’s arms twisted them behind him, forcing his head down on the block. The headsman repeated his strike, and Davik joined his partner in death.

    Drake looked back at the councilors and saw that Vertan had left the steps and was walking away with his head low as grief shook his shoulders. The rest of the councilors had remained where they were standing. 

    Aric Granvanson took the lead and addressed the crowd. “It is the decision of this council not to enslave the families of these two men.” There was a rustle of indrawn breath across the square, but no one said anything. “The temple of the Sisters of Mercy, however, has been seized. It is the decision of this council to revoke the temple’s charter. It will be up to Lord Adept Drake Standralson what happens to the building.” 

    The councilors turned and went into the city hall, and the crowd dispersed. Drake went to his home and found Ardana and all five of Davik’s children waiting for him. 

    “Lord Drake, these are your grandchildren,” Ardana said, motioning toward them. “Mican and Havan, from Davik’s first wife, and Jera, Narval, and Orandam, my children.” 

    Drake looked at them and felt something in his chest tighten. All five children were trying to stifle tears, especially the youngest three. “It is unfortunate that we have met under these circumstances. Go to your rooms and grieve. There is no shame in tears.” 

    The children fled, leaving Ardana and Drake alone. “And what of you? Don’t you feel anything at all for the man who was your son?” Ardana asked, tears shining in her eyes as well. 

    “Yes. I grieve for the little boy I played horsy for. I grieve for the young man I taught to ride a real horse. I grieve for the man I taught to run this estate. But I don’t grieve for the slaver and whoremonger. I grieve for his victims.” 

    “What will become of us now?”

    Drake considered her for a moment. “You’ll stay here. I’ll deed everything to you except the temple. That will go to another charitable order.”

    “And you?” she asked. 

    “I’ll go to Darvin’s Port and try to free the girls and women they sold into slavery as whores. I have to try to undo Davik’s crimes.” 

    “So once again you abandon your responsibilities?” 

    “Don’t presume to tell me my responsibilities!” Drake snapped. “I left Davik here. That was my mistake. It’s my responsibility to try and make it right.” 

    Ardana simply looked at him, then turned away and went up to her rooms. 

    Drake waited until after midday to go to the city hall and approach the council. “Lord Drake, how may we be of service?” Aric asked from behind his desk. Five other councilors were arrayed to either side of him. 

    “Aric, Lord Councilors, I wish to change my will. I wish to leave everything to Davik’s children in equal shares, under the control of Ardana until they come of age.” 

    “Very well. And what proof of your death should we demand this time?” one of the others asked. 

    “Nothing. I ask that the will go into effect as soon as I leave. I hope to never again set foot in this city.”

    “That is easily enough done. Is there anything else?” 

    “No. Goodbye, Aric. I’d wish you health and prosperity until we meet again, but we both know better. May you find peace, my friend.” 

    “Goodbye, Drake. Fair skies, and smooth roads to you.”

    * * *

    Drake rode out of town the next day on one of Davik’s horses. He passed the empty temple and shook his head sadly. So much tragedy amidst so much hope. As he passed the city limits, the old man began to change. Skin smoothed as flesh seemed to melt away. His hair darkened as his spine straightened, and soon no one would have associated the young man on the horse with the old man from Woodberry unless they looked at his eyes. Eyes as golden as a dragon’s, and as implacable in their resolve. 

    * * *

    “You saved them, didn’t you?” Rochelle demanded. “You saved those girls, didn’t you, Drake?”

    Drake nodded. “That is the next story, Rochelle.”

    “Good.”


    Adventure 17 
Darvin’s Port

    FEW PEOPLE GAVE THE YOUNG MAN riding into Darvin’s Port a second glance. He was nothing special to look at: average height, average build, not even good looking. But if any of them could have seen his eyes, they would have fled. Those eyes, golden as a cat’s, held menace that would turn a brave man’s bowels to water. 

    Darvin’s Port was in a deep, natural bay. The city had been built into terraces that had been laboriously carved into the sloping sides of the bay over the centuries. Stone piers jutted out into the water, and dozens of ships were tied to them. On shore, the town improved the farther from the water you went. 

    The young man descended three tiers down into the harbor, then turned west. Inns that catered to the minor nobility could be found there, and he was looking for an inn with a dragon in its sign: An inn run by the clan of Amberdrake’s Children. 

    The inn was easy to find: The Dragon’s Claw Inn was one of the largest in the city. The young man smiled thinly as he dismounted at the inn’s door. A child in servant’s livery appeared at his side before his foot hit the ground. 

    “My I see to your horse, Lord?” the boy asked, looking up at the young man. 

    “Yes. I’ll be staying, so put her in a stall. Give her a good currying and I’ll give you a pair of sparks when you’re done.” 

    “Yes, Lord,” the boy replied, then led the mare around the building. 

    The young man chuckled and shook his head, then went inside. The inn common room was full of people, mostly young and well-dressed men and women who shouted orders to the serving girls and boys between their bouts of laughter and shouted conversation. Making his way to the bar, the young man took off his hat and motioned to the tap girl. 

    “Your pleasure, Lord?” the girl asked, giving the young man a winning smile. 

    “Your master or mistress, and a beer.” 

    “Master Alledan is seeing to Lord Mayor Bensett’s needs, Lord. Unless it’s of great importance, it would be best not to disturb him.” The young man nodded, then looked pointedly at the tap. The girl said, “Yes, Lord,” and drew him a beer. 

    When the beer was in his hand, he pulled a gold royal out of his pouch and put it on the bar. “I’ll be needing a room as well.” 

    The girl looked at the coin and her eyes widened. “For how long, Lord?” 

    “How long will that last?” he asked, keeping his eyes on hers. 

    “Ten days and nights, with three meals a day. One beer or glass of wine is included with each meal, Lord.” 

    “Then we’ll start with ten days and see if I can finish my business by then.”

    The girl nodded and motioned to someone off to the left. A tall, heavy woman came forward with a ledger and nodded. “I am Mistress Brendal. If you’ll give me your name, I’ll register you and your payment.” 

    The young man smiled as he looked at the woman. “I am Adept Drake Standralson.” 

    “I know that name,” she whispered, “but he’s an old man.” 

    “He is indeed. I call him Gran’pa.”

    Mistress Brendal nodded. “Are you here on family business?” 

    “Not officially, no. I took a commission to track down and free a bunch of young women who were wrongfully enslaved and sold to whorehouses here in Darvin’s Port.” 

    “From Woodberry?” Mistress Brendal asked suspiciously. 

    “You’ve heard,” Drake said and nodded once. “Is it common knowledge?”

    “It is, but they are expecting old Drake, not some young buck like you.” 

    “They’d do better with him. I’m not as merciful.”

    Mistress Brendal gave his a very intense look. “Don’t go causing trouble for the Clan, young man.” 

    Drake gave her a small smile but never looked her in the eye. “So long as none of the cousins have turned to trafficking in whores, there won’t be.” 

    “The Clan Council would have taken care of them long before now, young Drake. But there are a number of influential and wealthy men who have invested in the whorehouses down by the harbor.”

    Drake finally looked her in the eye and smiled as she stepped back. “I will find those girls and free them, even if it means leveling this pest hole. Believe me, I have more than enough power to do that.” 

    The mistress backed away until the wall stopped her. “Don’t make threats like that.”

    “It’s a simple statement of fact. Gran’pa Drake feels that it is a matter of family honor.”

    “Then the whole Clan is going to be drawn into this,”

    “No, just our branch. This is personal. It was his adopted son who sold those girls.”

    Mistress Brendal stepped forward again, shaking her head as she looked at Drake. “You are messing with forces you don’t understand.” 

    “I understand that the Sisters of Mercy were taken over by a foundling that Gran’pa Drake adopted. I understand that free men and women were wrongfully enslaved. I understand that the boys were forced underground in a mine, and the girls were brought here and sold as whores. I understand—”

    “Understand that you’ll be jailed if you cause trouble,” a voice interrupted. 

    Drake turned to find a handful of men behind him. “Oh?” he asked as he looked at them, a slight smile curving his lips. 

    “Show respect to Lord Mayor Bensett!” one of the men snarled and reached for Drake. His hand stopped short, then he began to howl in agony as Drake crushed the bones in his hand.

    “Stop that!” another man shouted. “You can’t do that to a City Enforcer!” 

    Drake looked at him and snarled, and let out a growl that turned the man’s blood to ice water.  “Who are you?”

    “I am Lord Mayor Darial Bensett!” 

    Drake smiled, and suddenly the lord mayor found himself suspended in the air at shoulder height, with Drake’s golden eyes just glaring into his. “Understand me. I will find and free every girl that was sent here from Woodberry, even if I have to scour this harbor clean of every trace of humanity. That is the task that has been set for me, and no human has the power to stop me.” 

    A well-dressed man stepped forward and snapped, “Drop him!” 

    Drake looked at the man and smiled, then dropped the mayor—without lowering him first. Lord Mayor Bensett hit the floor hard and screamed.

    The other man struck at Drake with a magebolt, but he was just an Adept. Drake’s counterstrike vaporized him where he stood. “I can and will destroy this miserable town if I have to. I don’t care who the whorehouses belong to. I don’t care what they paid for the girls. Those bastards in Woodberry left their mark on those youngsters, and I will find them.” 

    “You’ve assaulted Lord Mayor Bensett!” another of the Enforcers shouted. “You’re under arrest!”

    Drake turned and growled again. As the men stepped back, he snarled. “You will find me far more challenging than anyone you’ve faced before.”

    “We can bring a hundred men against you!” another man shouted. 

    “And I’ll slaughter every one of you,” Drake growled in reply.

    “No,” a pain-filled voice gasped from the floor. “No, leave him alone,” the lord mayor sputtered. “No one is to interfere with him in any way.”

    “Lord Mayor Bensett, no! He’s committed crimes enough to warrant execution!” the enforcer shouted. 

    “Stand down, you stupid ass. Stand down before he destroys the city and slaughters us all.” 

    Drake smiled slightly and said, “Good decision. I don’t want to kill everyone, but I will.”

    The lord mayor’s men helped him from the floor, then they all hurried away. Drake smiled slightly, then became aware of someone at his side. “You disapprove.”

    “There are better ways to deal with people, young man. Ways that don’t cause the family trouble.” 

    Drake turned and looked at Innkeeper Alledan. “He doesn’t know I’m Clan. He doesn’t even know my name, and he won’t unless one of you two tell him.” 

    Mistress Brendal stepped forward and grabbed his hand, then slapped the gold royal into his palm. “Get out. You’re going to bring the wrath of the entire city down on us. I’ve already told Valdan to bring your horse around.”

    Drake looked her in the eye, then Alledan. Bowing slightly, he turned and walked out of the inn. He’d stirred things up, as intended, and now all he had to do was wait. 

    * * *

    Morning found the city in an uproar. Drake was down by the waterfront, in the portion of the town where most of the whorehouses were located. He didn’t skulk about in the shadows: He boldly strode down the center of the street, scanning. 

    A door opened, and a large woman hurried out with three girls in tow. “Here! Here are the girls you want!” she shouted, all but throwing the girls at his feet. “Take them! I don’t want any trouble.” 

    Drake looked down at the girls and nodded. All three bore the taint of Davik and his partner. His eyes closed and when he opened them the girls were dressed in golden robes, and golden sandals were on their feet. 

    Drake turned his attention on the madam and bowed his head slightly. He said, “Thank you,” then started walking again, and the girls fell in behind him. 

    The scene was repeated over and over again until nearly a hundred women walked behind him. Finally, Drake turned to face them. “There are still more women in this city who need to be rescued. I am going to take you out of the city to a safe place, then come back for them.”

    “But where is safe for us?” one of the older girls asked. “Where can we go that they won’t come after us?”

    Drake smiled and glanced up toward the top of the city. “There’s a manor house up there that will do nicely.”

    “Whose?”

    Drake chuckled. “Mine.”

    Drake led the women up out of the city. There were hundreds of people who watched them go, and Drake was certain that they were hoping they’d seen the last of him. At the high road he tuned east and led the girls to a manor house that had a rampant dragon crest over the gates. 

    A servant hurried out of the manor when he saw Drake. “Master Drake, I thought the rumors sounded like you. What are your commands?”

    “See to these women, Carrad. I have others to go find.” 

    Carrad bowed deeply, then spoke to the woman as Drake walked away. “If you will follow me, I’ll try to find rooms for you. Master Drake didn’t warn us, of course.”

    “Anything is better than where we were,” one of the youngest women whispered, then they all went inside.

    * * *

    Drake didn’t descend into the city again. The last dozen women were all up top, in the manors of the lords. The first manor he stopped at belonged to Lord Mayor Bensett. The mayor came to the door himself and screamed, “What do you want?”

    Drake looked him in the eye and said, “You know full well what I want.” 

    “I bought her honestly!”

    “You can take that up with the Gods. Bring the girl out, or I’ll take her and level your manor with you in it.” 

    The mayor turned, and a girl was shoved out the door. Drake looked at her and shook his head. “That’s not the one.” 

    “What?” the mayor asked in obvious confusion. “How can that be? I bought her from—”

    “I’m the one you seek,” a different voice said as a young woman walked out. “But I’m not going with you.”

    Drake bowed his head. “You may do as you wish.” 

    A young man came out and took the girl’s hand. “Elin is my wife, Adept Drake. She is not a slave.” Drake bowed and turned away. It’s the girl’s right. I hope she is happy. 

    The other girls were all servants, and it was easy to get them to leave. All he had to do was offer them freedom. The nobles and rich merchants gave them up with bad grace, but none of them wanted him to destroy their homes. 

    Drake returned to his manor and found the young women waiting for him. “These are the last of the women I came here to free.” 

    “So what will happen to us now?” one of the older women asked. 

    “That will be up to you.”

    “I want to go home,” one of the other women whined. 

    Drake nodded and bowed to her. “I will do everything I can for you.”

    Over the next few weeks Drake sent the young women back to their families with traders. He provided a generous purse to each of them, and a dire warning to the men they traveled with: These women were under his protection. 

    At last only three women remained. They had nowhere to go. Drake faced all three in his library. “I have provided for all of the others. What can I do to provide for you?”

    “With respect, Adept Drake, I would like to go to a place called Free Port. It’s east along the coast. I have a cousin there who will take me in.”

    Drake nodded. “I know Free Port. I’ll arrange passage on a ship going that way.”

    “Can I go too?” another of the girls asked timidly. Drake’s eyebrows rose when he realized that they were holding hands. 

    “You may go with her.” 

    Two days later there was only one girl left. Drake stood on the porch, looking out to sea over the city, and she stood at his side. “Are you satisfied with what I have done?” he asked.

    The girl smiled and nodded. Her form shimmered, and she became a tall, willowy, blonde-haired woman. “You have performed your task with admirable restraint, Amberdrake. We feared you would simply kill them all.”

    “I would have if necessary.”

    The woman smiled and looked at him. “You know, for Kaysandershandaram’s creation, you really are a force for order. That has to annoy him to no end.” Then she vanished, leaving no trace that she had ever been there. 

    “Master Drake?” Carrad asked as he eased out of the manor. “Who was that lady?”

    Drake smiled and looked at Carrad. “Her name is Mariniva. And She’s no lady. Not by half.”

    * * *

    Mellody was almost glaring at Drake. “You did not just tell me that you stood face-to-face with the Goddess Mariniva!”

    “Yes, I did.”

    “Why?”

    Drake shrugged. “I stumbled into one of Her temples late one night. I was drunk.” He shrugged and grinned. “When I woke up the next morning, She was there. I didn’t believe She was really Mariniva until she offered to unmake me. She knew what I was, who I was. When I politely declined, she set me the task of discovering what had happened to the Sisters of Mercy. I didn’t know it before then, but the Sisters of Mercy are worshippers of Mariniva. She was somewhat put out that Her worshippers had fallen so low.”

    Saunder sat forward again, putting his elbows on his knees. “You’re telling us that the real, ancient Goddess Mariniva commanded you to rescue those boys and girls?”

    “Yes, She did. Remember when Dracol called me God-Child? I’m not just Kaysandershandaram’s creation. Somehow, I’m not sure how, all of them are responsible for me being here. And They have no compunctions about using me.”  

    “When?” she asked. Her tone sounded uncertain, but her eyes looked frightened. 

    “Kaysandershandaram was eight hundred years ago. Mariniva was almost fifty years ago. I don’t think we need to worry.”


    Afterward 
What Amberdrake never knew about Shreverston—

    THE OLD MAN RUBBED HIS EYES wearily. He seemed to collapse in on himself as his hands covered his face. So tired. But his time here was done, and now he had to go. Where was a question he’d not let enter his mind. He had no home. No place he called his own. He stood with evident effort, slowly straightening his legs and back. The old leather boots on his feet were once the property of the Army. He’d found them in a refuse pile outside the fort. His ratty, stained, deep-blue cloak was another soldiers’ cast-off. His floppy felt hat seemed of better material and had the look of a gentleman’s belonging but for the rent in the back surrounded by a tell-tale dark stain. Someone had died wearing that hat. Under the cloak was a mismatched assortment of wool and linen clothing. He was covered, though it was obvious to anyone who saw him that his outer clothes covered other layers of cloth and were arranged to place whole cloth under the many rents in his overgarments. 

    The old man wasn’t unusual for Shreverston: There were hundreds like him. Men displaced by the war. Men displaced by Leanden’s conquests. Men who had known a better life that was lost to them now. 

    Resolutely walking away from the pathetic little shelter of refuse he’d contrived, he left what little there was of it for someone else. That was the law here: You couldn’t be in the same place twice when the watch came by. That meant you had to move every twelve spans. It didn’t matter how far you moved, so long as it was out of sight of where you had been. 

    He ducked into an alley cautiously. Thieves sometimes hid at the entrance to alleys and were likely to club first, seek possessions later. He gave a prayer of thanks to the Gods that no one was there. He moved deeper into the gloom and stumbled into something solid. He bit back a curse against whatever he’d banged his knee on. It wasn’t worth the effort. The light wasn’t sufficient for him to see it, but he knew the feel of the object: A barrow. What kind of fool—?  

    Movement at the far end of the alley made him shrink back, but it was just a man straightening his clothes before he walked away. Probably just relieved himself. 

    His hands traced the shape of the box, then felt a miracle: There was produce in the barrow. He looked around quickly. A whole barrow of produce, just sitting in an alley? How can this be? Then shrugging off his questions and caution, he grabbed what felt like a carrot and smelled it, then took a bite. Gods Above! It is a carrot! He ate quickly, then looked around again. Someone brought this here. Where are they?

    The question brought a flock of ideas to his mind, but none of them ended well for that unknowable stranger. Their bad fortune was his good. He felt around the barrow as his eyes adjusted to the dim light. A splinter told him of the rough wood, but he just bit it and pulled it from his finger. Piles of trash crowded the alley, and he cautiously moved the barrow behind one. He shifted the box, so nothing could be seen from the street, then wedged himself down between the handles. A piece of thin wood from a discarded crate made a roof as he wrapped his cloak tightly around his emaciated body. 

    I have food. And the watch can’t see me here. Not even they dare the alleys at night. He carefully reached into the barrow and found something round. What is this? He smelled it, then took a cautious bite. Pear! Gods Above, it’s a pear. He quickly devoured the fruit, core and all, sucking the juice from his fingers. So long! Such a long time since I had a pear. Such a long time since I had so much food. His thoughts couldn’t keep him awake as his full belly drew him down into sleep. 

    Arandar’s light flooded the alley as the new day began. The old man awoke to the strange sensation of not being hungry. Now he had light, and he examined the rest of the produce in the barrow. It was all fresh. That didn’t seem right for some reason, but he shrugged off his doubts. He ate another pear, for they were plentiful. Then he had a thought. I could sell this. I could sell this at the market. I could get enough coin to escape Shreverston. 

    That thought set his feet in motion before doubt could stop him. He knew where the market was. He’d begged there for a bite of moldy bread or rotting vegetable. Now, he had something to sell. Now I don’t come a beggar. 

    The market was noisy this early in the day. Servants and vendors shouted at one another over the price of the foodstuffs that were on offer. He’d barely entered the fray when a well-dressed servant accosted him. 

    “You there! Have you fruit? My mistress desires fruit!” 

    The old man bobbed a scanty bow and said, “I do, good laird. I have pears and cherries and apples. What does your mistress desire?” 

    “All of it,” the man replied. “She is with child and craves what she will.” He looked into the barrow and nodded. “I’ll take all the pears and apples. What do you ask?”

    The old man hadn’t bargained for anything in a year, but the tone of the servant’s voice set him off. “For all that? Three silver!”

    “Fool!” the servant shouted. “What you have is worth six sparks at most.” 

    “I’m not fool enough to give away my produce. Be gone, then.” He waved the servant away, and the man looked surprised at being rejected. 

    “A silver and two!” he offered. 

    “Two silvers and six.”

    The servant looked at the old man and shook his head. “A silver and six.” 

    The old man recognized a hint of desperation in the servant’s voice. “Two and two.”

    The servant closed his eyes as his lips moved silently. “Two silver,” he finally offered.

    The old man looked at the servant and nodded. “Two silver.” 

    The servant reached for the pears, but the old man swatted his hand. “Two silver crowns, or go away.”

    The servant gave him a mulish look, then nodded and put two silver crowns on the side of the barrow. When the old man picked up the coins, the servant grabbed the pears and apples and put them into a sack, then hurried away. 

    A woman’s voice said, “You have cherries?” in a hesitant tone.

    “I do,” the old man replied, “Though not many.” 

    The woman looked into the barrow and nodded. “Enough for a pie. What do you ask? I’m not so wealthy.” 

    The old man looked at the woman and nodded. “There aren’t that many. For you, five sparks.”

    The woman looked surprised, then blushed. “I have but four.” She dumped her purse out into her hand. “Please, it’s for my son’s fourteenth birthing day feast.” 

    The old man looked at her, seeing the state of her clothes, and reached out to take just two of the sparks, then smiled at her mystified expression. He gathered the cherries and looked at her expectantly, and she quickly brought forth a basket. He loaded the cherries and saw an apple that the servant had missed and added it as well. When the woman looked even more puzzled, he said, “I used to love apple and cherry pie when my mother made it. Go with the love of the Gods Above and celebrate your son’s birth.” 

    The woman looked to be on the verge of tears as she bowed to him, then hurried away. There were still carrots, potatoes, and even a hand of onions. He moved deeper into the market and soon found buyers for all of it. He pushed the empty barrow up the street with five silver crowns and nine sparks in his pouch. He resolutely walked toward the gate out of the city, and mentally steeled himself for being hassled by the guards. He’d hidden all the silver deep in his clothes and only carried five sparks in his pouch. 

    But the guardsmen ignored him, not even looking into the barrow. 

    They were talking about someone killing a Drug Laird, and they couldn’t care less about a poor farmer leaving the market. The other Drug Lairds had set a bounty on the head of the murderer, and they were intent on finding him.

    The old man walked away from the living hell that was Shreverston, never knowing or caring who had left him the means of escape. 

     


    All he really cared about was that he was free. 
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