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The Mithane

“Zimliya, where are you?”

The words surprised him, as he hadn’t meant to speak them aloud, but as he glanced out one of the windows of his study, the Mithane dismissed his concern. He was alone, for now, and as such, it was unlikely anyone had overheard him.

Following his Keire’s demise, the Mithane had found himself under tight restrictions regarding his freedom. Chevello had been with him for millenniums as his Keire, and they’d been friends for longer still. As a result, the two of them had had a level of respect and trust for their respective positions and expertise that the Mithane would not be able to mirror with his new Keire for some time, if then. There was an air of something he couldn’t entirely identify within his kingdom, and the Mithane was uncertain the current would pass without leaving the damage of a storm in its wake.

And he wasn’t the only one who sensed it. Right now, the only time he was allowed any sort of privacy was when he was in this study—the Arriandin was considered enough of a match for the majority of the threats that might appear—or in his private wing. As much as he despised the tighter restrictions, the Mithane was also aware Chevello’s demise would be read as a weakness, and his power could be tried readily if a weakness was suspected. Still, the Mithane felt his Keire was overreacting. The only person who could easily reach him was still missing.

“If you return, Zimliya, you may not return to find the same allies in power,” he murmured softly, once again speaking aloud without meaning to. But if Zimliya did return, and things had shifted as he suspected they might, Zimliya was unlikely to be kept out of Arriandie.

When Zimliya was in their world she could—and did—infiltrate any part of Arriandie she wanted, but that was in part because the Rangers had been the second residents of Arriandri, and the Arriandin still acknowledged them—still protected them. That, and the fact the woman was far too crafty at getting in and out of places than he was truly comfortable with—well, if she had been anyone else. Zimliya was entirely trustworthy. Despite what she said regarding trust and friendship, the Mithane was well aware of the fact that Zimliya both trusted him to a point and considered him more than just an ally. It was one of the few lies she told herself, and so far, everyone who knew her was willing not to press the issue.

He simply sought even more from her. He had never asked—would never ask—her to join his people or any of his forces, but he had asked her to consider allowing him to adopt her in a human fashion. She’d panicked—he’d expected that—but she hadn’t truly turned him down. Instead she had listed any and every reason she could think of regarding why his offer was improper and dangerous. Since that day he hadn’t asked again, but since Zimliya had never responded to the offer, he knew it meant something to her.

There was a flash of light from the study doors, and he sighed before gesturing them open. His new Keire, Lytriesi, bowed formally—perfectly—and the Mithane bit back the desire to tell his Keire that formality was neither needed nor wanted in such a private place. The knowledge that there were guards within hearing distance kept the words from escaping. He had, at least, managed to get his Keire to speak without going through the verbal dance the man had insisted upon for the first several months of their interactions.

“The Mithani and that Dragon have returned from Tezérac for the evening,” Lytriesi announced coolly. His voice was carefully neutral—as was his face—but as he still refused to call Nivaradros by his name, the Mithane knew he still heavily disapproved of Nivaradros’s presence in their kingdom.

“Were there any problems?” he inquired softly.

“No more than usual, according to the Mithani. Apparently assassination attempts are to be treated with the same concern as a change in the weather. The Mithani is placing far too much trust in a being who has previously been an enemy.” Now the tone was exceptionally impartial.

“Part of the value in this, Keire, is the fact that Nivaradros is doing this without a reason all of us can comprehend. A being with a known end goal is less trustworthy than a being whose desires are more flexible. His motives are likely to be truer than they would be if he was doing it for a price. Thank you for the report, Keire. Make sure Nivaradros has permission to walk the halls if he wishes to speak with me. No more than one Alantaion is needed as an escort.”

Black emerged sharply as streaks through Lytriesi’s eyes. “I do not feel that is advisable.”

“Keire, if he was going to harm us he already would have. He has spent months with my son and humans after all. All the Alantaion escorts we could assign to watch him would have little effect if he truly wanted to kill me. I am not defenseless, however, and Nivaradros knows this. I am not happy with his presence here either, but he serves a purpose and I will not insult him by taking away any of the allowances I offered when I first invited him to stay here.”

Lytriesi’s eyes flashed again, but he bowed and left rather than argue. Chevello hadn’t been afraid to argue with him when they disagreed, but the Mithane was also aware Chevello would not have disapproved of Nivaradros’s current presence in Arriandie. It made the loss of his friend and former Keire all that much sharper. Something else he could share with no one. No one, except Zimliya, but that was dangerous to share with her for entirely different reasons. If she knew, she would blame herself for Chevello’s demise. He could not allow that to occur.

Turning his thoughts away from the two beings he had lost so recently, the Mithane turned his thoughts back to Nivaradros, and the Dragon’s offer to watch and protect Shevieck.

He’d accepted the Dragon’s aid with reservations. Nivaradros was an exile and had an unmatched temper among his kind. He also had a history of being unsocial and murdering even those of his own race. The Mithane had lost thousands of his people to the Dragon’s wrath over the millenniums, and then Nivaradros had taken even more from him: his wife and their unborn daughter.

Yet, now, Nivaradros was protecting the son of the same line he had tried to destroy. The Dragon was guarding Shevieck with the same attentiveness he had shown while protecting Zimliya. The Dragon’s protectiveness with Zimliya he understood; the Dragon’s willingness to extend the same protection to Shevieck, he did not. The Dragon had to have something he was chasing, but the Mithane was still uncertain he knew what it was, and he needed to be a step ahead of Nivaradros.

The first month Nivaradros had been looking after Shevieck had been—by the Mithane’s estimation—rough. Nivaradros had flown in daily to take a portal with Shevieck to Tezérac in the very early days of that month, but something had happened—he still wasn’t privy to the details—after which Nivaradros had insisted on personally flying Shevieck to the human kingdom. Dragons, in general, were extremely unwilling to fly others around. They considered being asked the highest insult any ground-bound being could offer them, and Zimliya was the only being the Mithane had seen any of the Dragons carry. Yet, now, Nivaradros flew his son without complaint. Something, the Mithane was certain, had occurred with the portal, and the Dragon obviously felt portals were too much of a risk to use again.

There had also been three assassination attempts in that first month—several more had occurred since then, including, based on his Keire’s report, one this evening. He intended to learn more about the attack through a more reliable source than his son. Zimliya had had the foresight to negotiate communication between him and a couple of Rangers in Tezérac, and they reported incidents without softening the severity of the danger.

And according to those Rangers, Nivaradros was irreplaceable as Shevieck’s advisor. Allegedly, when Shevieck had been given paperwork to sort through with the human regent, Mechail, it was Nivaradros who didn’t let anything slip past the human or Shevieck. From taxes, to land disputes and grievances with the developing government, Nivaradros advised, and refrained from reacting with violence of any kind.

The Mithane sighed and poured himself a glass of Alantaion wine. After the incident that had caused Nivaradros to fly Shevieck to Tezérac daily, he had offered the Dragon use of a wing to make the Dragon’s life easier—travel wise—if he desired. To his astonishment, Nivaradros had politely accepted the offer, and despite the Mithane’s initial concerns over having Nivaradros in Arriandie, Nivaradros had managed to soften some of his people’s anger and distrust.

Nivaradros did, however, struggle with the humans. He was doing his job superbly, but the Dragon had taken to coming to visit him in private to safely defuse some of his frustration. It was difficult on both of them to interact, but they were each making the effort, and the Mithane used his interactions with Nivaradros to judge the Dragon’s true intentions with the woman he considered to be his daughter. He suspected the Dragon was after Zimliya’s heart, and with Zimliya’s fragile state of mind, he didn’t want Nivaradros destroying her.

Yet the Dragon he had spent the last eight months with was not what he expected. This Dragon, this version of Nivaradros, was safe. At least for Zimliya. The Mithane couldn’t forgive him for the past, and a part of him wanted to thwart any blossoming relationship between the Dragon and Zimliya. A memory surfaced though—as it had so many times in the past few months—and he sighed. Perhaps none of them truly knew Nivaradros after all.

He stared at the bodies that were charred and in pieces. Members of his personal Guard, sent to protect his wife while she traveled to visit an old friend, had been slaughtered for no reason. He knew who was behind the attack, and the fury that filled his veins had rarely been equaled. Nivaradros. That damned exiled Dragon had struck. His people had been nowhere near the Dragon’s lands and, yet, they were dead. His wife and unborn child—a daughter—were dead.

“You’ll pay for this, Nivaradros,” he promised softly. “This time, Dragon, you’ll get what’s coming to you.”

Of course, Nivaradros hadn’t. When the Mithane had reached out to the Syallibion ruler at the time—Zyrhis’s father—for help, he’d been not only refused, but persuaded to wait. The Syallibions hadn’t been interested in starting a war with Nivaradros, and without their support, the Mithane knew his odds at killing the Dragon were slim unless he had wanted to lose more Alantaion lives. Zyrhis’s mother had also pleaded—privately—with him not to go to war with Nivaradros. It had been her words, unexpected as they were, that had truly kept the Mithane from acting. She’d known something about the Dragon—he was certain of it—and though she’d never confided her reasons to him, he could guess.

“Oh, Zimliya, what have you gotten me involved in?” he breathed. “And where are you?”

She’d been gone eight months now, and all the futures he’d foreseen had put her return, her demise, or her deciding to stay where she was, in a time frame of two months prior. His ability to follow her as a seer had failed within the last three months; her presence had been gone from the world for too long. What it meant, in his mind, was that the woman was either dead or lost to them forever. He secretly hoped she was still alive and simply living the rest of her days out in the world she had fled to, because he preferred to hold on to hope than to surrender to despair over something he doubted he would ever know.

Unfortunately, that meant Nivaradros would eventually no longer protect Shevieck. It had been a short term agreement, and the Mithane was only willing to lie to the Dragon for so long. Not to mention, it was dangerous to try to deceive any Dragon, much less Nivaradros.

“Zimliya, you really should have returned to us,” he murmured. “We need you.”

A gust of wind suddenly tore around his study, and the Mithane turned to face the window it had entered through. A window that was now open. A figure was outlined by the window used to enter Arriandie in an unconventional way. Dressed in the deep black of the Rangers, and hooded against even his sharp Alantaion eyes, the individual seemed to watch him, judging him briefly, before a gloved hand reached up and pushed the hood back, revealing cool blue eyes and a familiar face.

“Hello, Mithane,” the woman whispered softly as her eyes flickered to their insecure color of ice. “It has been some time,” she added in a tone that told him she didn’t want to be here, but felt honor bound to come. Had he been a mortal, his mouth would have been hanging open in astonishment at the sight of her, but while he had not expected her return he would not disgrace himself by showing so much surprise.

“Zimliya de la Nepioa,” he breathed while allowing a soft smile to grace his features. “Welcome back,” he said with feeling.

He had wanted to say, ‘Welcome home,’ but a look at the woman’s eyes told him she did not want to be home in the world of her birth. Those eyes also told him she had found something while she had been away that had made returning almost impossible for her. He was still astounded she was here at all. At the sound of her full name, a familiar grimace of annoyance brushed across her features briefly before she smoothed the disgust away behind a mask he knew well.

“Z,” he corrected gracefully as his smile softened further.

At her nickname—or the one nickname she had yet to attack anyone over using—Zimliya’s expression thawed enough to allow a smile. It was a bitter, pained, and lonely smile, but it was better than the stiff mask her face had been a moment ago.

“Thank you,” she replied after a careful pause.

He offered her a nod, but moved to look her over. Even as cloaked as she was he could evaluate her condition to a point. She had gained weight since the last time he had seen her. Little of it, but she had regained all of her former muscle, and judging by her form, she had added more to it. As she had been destroying herself during the last crisis to keep the world alive, the Mithane was relieved to see she had had the time to regain some of her health. He was also immensely pleased to see her dressed as a Ranger—he knew she hadn’t worn such clothes for many of the months she had been missing.

Her brown hair hadn’t been recently cut. The hair that had once barely circled her ears was now long enough to be pulled back. He wondered if she would keep it so, cut it short again, or let it grow out. He had never personally seen her hair allowed longer than below the bottom of her ears, but Kitra of the Rangers had once informed him Zimliya’s hair had once been midway down her back. It had been only when she had first come from Tenia, and he suspected she had cut it in an attempt to forget that part of her past.

Her eyes stayed icy as he examined her, but she made no move or sound during his blatant examination of her condition. She had clearly resigned herself to this before she had arrived. Yet as another wind gust threatened to tear about the rest of his office, she let out a disgusted sound and moved to pull the window closed. It ended the assessment abruptly and well before he liked.

She knelt with ease to begin to pick up the papers her arrival had sent happily flying around the room. Her immortally crafted and magicked sword—Kyi’rinn—didn’t impede the fluidness of her motions. Her several other obvious weapons likewise did not impair her attempt to clean up the mess the wind had made when she’d come in through the window.

“I can pick those up later,” the Mithane told her softly. She paused, fixed him with a cold stare, and then resumed her work in silence, causing the tension between them to sharpen. He did, however, get down and assist her with the papers.

It took the better part of fifteen minutes to gather them and reorganize them on his desk. Unfortunately, he noticed Zimliya took no interest in the documents she helped him collect and separate; before she had left that had been one thing he could always count on from her. Now she merely placed his papers in piles based on their title or relevance and she did it from a distance. A cold feeling of worry finished working its way into his heart. This was not the woman who had left eight months ago, and he had no idea what to make of her.

He reached to touch her shoulder out of alarm and found himself on the floor with Kyi’rinn pointed at his heart. The coldness in Zimliya’s eyes was not something that had ever been there before, but when she saw him staring at her in bewilderment she let out a soft cry of surprise and sprang away from him as though he had wounded her. By the time he stood, the sword was away in its sheath and Zimliya’s hands were held up in silent surrender and apology. Now that was something he knew.

“It’s fine. I shouldn’t have startled you,” he said immediately.

The woman’s eyes were shadowed with guilt despite his reassurance. “I thought I was getting better about that. I rarely attempted to even hit anyone—” her voice trailed off, and he mentally added ‘where I was’ to the end of her words.

“It’s fine,” he repeated with a small smile. “I am not even bleeding,” he added with an air of calm he knew she couldn’t see past. When his words failed to evoke the response he wanted, he closed the distance between them with care. “Do you want to talk about it?” he asked softly, expecting a sharp and cutting ‘no.’

To his amazement, Zimliya hesitated and then nodded slowly as she closed her eyes. “Yes,” she whispered. “I think that would be best,” she added. Walking over to the chair on the off side of his desk, she settled into it as if her weight had suddenly become too much to bear. Still hiding his astonishment, he also took a seat. He watched the woman before him attentively, waiting for her to speak first. He would not press her here; he needed her to take the first step.

“I didn’t want to come back,” she whispered as though the admission was unforgivable. “I was happy where I was,” she added with a bitter and edged smile that was outlined in self-loathing. “The fact my past was here and not there—I was able to set most of it aside. The parts that weren’t useful I could just leave behind. Here … here they are known. I am known.”

She continued to talk, and he let her do so in absolute silence. Never before had she been willing to reveal any sort of a weakness to him. She had changed while she had been gone, but was it a change that could pull her away from those—like himself—who cared for her.

He watched her expression as she talked, and he listened intently to her words. She always gave away more than she intended with him, but even he still had to work hard for information she didn’t wish to offer freely. She spoke briefly of the world she had found herself in; of the races, the customs, and its laws. She had—as always—placed herself in a position of little power, but a position which allowed her to help others. She had been happy there. Happy in a way, he admitted to himself bitterly, he feared she might never achieve in her home world.

He watched as the words slowly turned her from the woman he hadn’t recognized to the woman he knew well. She began to relax at long last in his presence, and the detachment she had been implementing to keep a wall between them crumbled as the last of her words faded into silence. The sun was setting now, and he would delay the Council meeting until the follow day. He sought to keep Zimliya here, in a place of comfort, until she was whole enough to face the world she no longer felt she belonged in.

When her shoulders slumped, the Mithane watched her in silence until she met his eyes. Holding hers with his own he offered her a gentle smile and spoke to her rapidly in his people’s language. It had the desired result. Zimliya’s eyes lit up, and she replied fluidly in the language he had a feeling had become her small sense of home. She had always preferred the Alantaion language and forms to every other race’s, and the way her eyes danced as she spoke told him that hadn’t changed since she had been gone. Good. It gave him something to ground her with.

He continued the conversation for an hour or so before he fell silent and kept his peace after she answered his final question. She was more of the Zimliya he knew, and her posture and presence were much more willing than they had been when she arrived.

“Why did you return?” he asked as he switched back to the common human language.

“Because I wasn’t truly needed there; I am needed here,” she replied with a smile. It wasn’t the bitter, self-loathing one she had offered him earlier. This one was at ease and certain. “Besides,” she admitted at long last, “I missed the Alantaions, the Rangers, the heirs, the Shades … and Nivaradros.”

She whispered the last name with a hint of longing and the Mithane blinked in surprise. She had come back for the Dragon above all else. Their friendship meant that much to her, and it was merely friendship. Humans would foolishly read into her tone falsely, and perhaps in the future their relationship would become something else, something more—the Dragon certainly sought something more—but then again, perhaps not. Friendship to Zimliya was sacred, and while she pretended not to be close to her heirs, she was, and nothing had ever come of those close relationships. She wouldn’t even give them the title of ‘friend.’ He knew why; she feared that title would inadvertently lead them to betray her, and she knew she couldn’t handle such an event in her life yet.

So far only the Dragon claimed her friendship, and the Mithane could sadly think of no one better to have it after the Dragon’s actions on Zimliya’s behalf over the past year. He still didn’t trust or like the Dragon, but when it came to Zimliya, Nivaradros had gotten closer than anyone else ever had managed.

“He’ll be happy to see you,” he informed her honestly. “They will all be happy to see you—I am terribly relieved and excited to see you—but he will probably be the one most ecstatic at your return.”

Zimliya’s head tilted to the side slightly in surprise. “He pesters you often?” she wanted to know.

“As he occupies a wing of Arriandie for the time being? Yes, he questions me about your homecoming often.”

He had the pleasure of seeing Zimliya absolutely stunned speechless. She stared at him almost incomprehensively for a surprisingly large amount of time before she swallowed hard and leaned forward in her chair. “Nivaradros has a … wing in Arriandie?” she managed to whisper.

The Mithane worried briefly that Zimliya was distressed by the thought of Nivaradros in his kingdom. However, the longer he watched her, the more he realized she was delighted, but astonished, by the news. He decided to explain.

“Nivaradros offered his services to me as Shevieck’s protector while you were away. He did not trust the Tezéracians,” he informed her with a small smile. “He’s been a blessing in disguise. Our past made his offer hard for my people to accept, but he has saved Shevieck’s life no less than fifteen times in your absence, and he is surprisingly good at solving the minor disagreements that have arisen between Shevieck and the humans. I do not think Shevieck would have made it without him,” he admitted quietly.

“And what does he get out of this offer in return?” Zimliya asked of him. He could tell she was still entirely taken back by Nivaradros’s offer, enough that she couldn’t understand why the Dragon had offered it.

“You,” he told her softly. “He assumed you would come to the Alantaions first, and he wanted to be one of the first to know of your return. Given your less-than-conventional entrance into Arriandie, I assume he will be one of the first to know—if you do not mind me summoning him?”

He watched the play of emotions that she allowed him to see. Apprehension followed by desire, and then back and forth between the two. She pressed her lips together as she considered her options, and she ran her fingers through the hair she had tied back.

“No,” she said softly at long last. “I do not mind,” she added when he raised a brow.

The Mithane let out a breath of relief and sent out a touch of magic to the Dragon’s rooms. He made his request basic and uninformative. He didn’t want Nivaradros prepared when Zimliya obviously wasn’t.

They waited in silence for at least twenty minutes. He returned to his paperwork and Zimliya hesitated briefly before slowly reaching out and stealing part of his stack to work on herself. He hid a smile as she blushed. But his paperwork had always been of interest to her, and he was pleased to see that fascination return.

She was fast, she always had been fast, and when she put her mind to it she could practically rule his kingdom without even taxing herself. He kept one eye on her and his ears on the door, but what he saw within her now was none of the anger and discontentment she had arrived with. She was content to be here, and her longing for the world she had left had all but vanished.

“Are you injured?” he asked suddenly, as he recalled the bargain Zimliya had made with the Dragon he had summoned. Nivaradros had gotten the skittish human to agree to allow him to heal her when she was injured. As it was something he had sought for years, he intended to ensure Zimliya did not get out of that agreement.

The look she gave him could probably kill most humans. “It’s a scratch,” she told him flatly.

“Since your definition of ‘scratch’ comes from the Rangers, I think it may be best if I take a look before Nivaradros arrives. I seem to recall your definition covering everything from a small scrape of skin all the way up to anything that hasn’t killed you instantly. That is not how the rest of us classify that word, and I would rather avoid upsetting Nivaradros as he has most likely been tried to the max by the humans already. My people have tolerated his presence, but that will only go so far.”

Zimliya grimaced, but she did put the papers she was working on down as she slowly stood. Turning so her back was to him, she removed her cloak and then pulled off her shirt. A surprisingly shallow wound ran from her right shoulder to midway on her spine. It was, as she had said, a scratch, but it was more akin to his version of one than her normal outlook tended to be. Still, the Dragon would smell the blood, so he stood as well.

Moving to her side, he lightly traced the injury with a finger—not because he needed to, but because he wanted to test her—and watched as she twitched at the contact but said and did nothing more. She had grown much more tolerant about contact during her time away. Lenient enough that his touch didn’t truly startle her, although he knew she had previously allowed contact when she expected it. It had just been surprising her that had been the most dangerous to those around her. He was both pleased and impressed, but he wondered if she would return to her more cautious state as she adapted to being back within her world.

“Finished,” he told her evenly as he returned to his desk. He sensed the Dragon’s approach and watched as Zimliya dressed with speed and drew her hood back over her face.

If Nivaradros gave her more than just a passing glance the effort she used was pointless but depending on how much his patience had been tried during the day, there was a small chance he would only identify her as a Ranger and not as the person he had been waiting to return for months.

She shifted in the cover of her clothing as though she wanted to speak again, but at that instant the door to his study opened and Nivaradros strolled in. The Dragon didn’t, apparently, believe in knocking, and his guards no longer tried to prevent the Dragon from just entering a room. Today the Mithane could see the Dragon’s temper had been tested to its max and he barely glanced at Zimliya as he made his way over.

“You sent a message that you wanted to see me?” Nivaradros’s tone was a mere inch from snapping, but the Mithane knew he was truly trying to keep his anger in check.

The Dragon was, like always since his acceptance to stay in Arriandie, in his lesser form. As Nivaradros wouldn’t fit in the room in his native form, this was a small blessing. But it was astonishing. Nivaradros had gone from never taking his lesser form to practically living in it.

Closing the door the Dragon hadn’t bothered to shut with a thought, he watched the Dragon with care and considered his words before he spoke them. “I take it the Tezéracians were exceptionally difficult today?”

“They are still alive,” Nivaradros huffed as he crossed his arms. “Your son, after all, has rules regarding my actions in response to threats towards him.”

His words, however, caused the Mithane to hide a wince. “What did they do?” he asked with a sigh. The Dragon clearly needed to vent, and the Mithane was one of the few whom he was willing to talk to.

“Start a list,” was the Dragon’s tight reply, “and I will stop you when you mention something they didn’t do.” He turned away and began to pace the room—a rarity for him. “Every evening I return here I try to convince myself the former Tenians cannot get any worse, and yet every morning my thoughts are proven wrong. They are decidedly difficult, and beyond foolish. If I wasn’t keeping an eye on your son, I would fear he would pick up bad habits, but as I am keeping an eye on him, I believe I will limit how many dangerous things he can learn from them. Not,” Nivaradros continued tiredly, “that he can get much worse than he already is.”

“You have done well in your chosen task,” the Mithane agreed politely.

It was hard to understand Nivaradros when he was like this. It was almost as if this side of the Dragon was who he was, and the face he publicly displayed was meant to turn others away from him. Nivaradros did care about others. About Zimliya foremost, of course, but the loyalty he displayed to Shevieck implied he was fond of the Mithani as well. It was curious, and it made his newfound required relationship with the Dragon much harder to define.

He was almost starting to like Nivaradros, and he didn’t want to. The death of his wife—and his unborn child—at the hands of Nivaradros wasn’t something that was forgivable. Yet he was now tolerating Nivaradros’s presence as an ally. Partially because of the Dragon’s obvious effort to become, or return to being, something else—someone else—for the human woman he was clearly fond of. The Mithane was starting to suspect that if something disastrous struck his kingdom the Dragon, without being asked, would assist, and that was a curious thought in itself. That thought wasn’t something he was willing to investigate with his talent though; he didn’t want to be right, and he didn’t want to be wrong.

“I have kept your son alive, yes,” Nivaradros agreed. “I am not entirely certain that makes it as much of a success as you have granted me.” His eyes were tired again, but he was still highly irritated, and a hint of worry began to emerge. Watching Nivaradros curiously, the Mithane waited for him to speak.

“Have you had any word?” Nivaradros asked in a soft tone. A tone that shouldn’t have been possible given the level of quiet seething the Dragon was displaying.

Here was the chance to change that anger into something else. Hopefully something good. Provided the Dragon didn’t startle Zimliya into stabbing him. He debated the ways to break the news to the Dragon—a Dragon who was so irritated that he didn’t sense who was in the room with them.

The temptation to make Nivaradros misstep was there, but it wasn’t strong enough to act upon. Especially because he knew the Dragon before him could heal the woman he cared about if everything went perfectly. However, that required him to allow the relationship—the friendship—between the two to grow, and he was still suspicious of it. What if he was incorrect about Nivaradros? Perhaps the Dragon was only playing a very long game.

Dragons were beyond skilled in such things, and Nivaradros had been mentored by Veilantras. She could have unintentionally provided him with the skills to master this deceit. If that’s what it was. He was torn over how to proceed. But Zimliya was already here and because of that he stayed his hand from attempting to sabotage their friendship.

“I have,” he admitted softly.

Nivaradros whirled. “A vision?” he asked at once. The blazing green of danger in his eyes faded to an even deeper shade of worry.

He was tempted to draw this out. The Dragon made it entirely too easy to do so, but the look in Nivaradros’s eyes brought out a pathetic amount of pity as well. He found himself unwilling to exploit it in light of everything Nivaradros had been putting up with for the past eight months. Gesturing at the woman who was pretending to be a statue—and succeeding—he saw the Dragon’s eyes narrow for not even a breath of a second before they widened again in recognition. How Nivaradros had missed Zimliya’s presence up until this point he did not know.

“You’re alive!” Nivaradros cried out with relief evident in his tone. The Mithane watched as Zimliya once again lowered her hood and turned to meet the gaze of the Dragon.

The tension in the room could have been cut with her sword—if she put her full force behind it. It was almost painful to watch. Zimliya’s eyes were ice out of defense. She was worried, it was clear, that Nivaradros would be angry with her, and she didn’t speak while she watched him. She held herself stiff in her chair, but the Mithane saw the slightest of trembles present in the hands she had clasped in her lap. The moment surfaced again where he could have easily done something to sever the relationship between the daughter he would have done anything to have and the Dragon he despised. He chose not to. What was happening before him was almost magical, and the fact he could witness it was far more rewarding than its destruction would have been.

It was incredible to watch, this reunion. Zimliya’s uncertainty registered quickly—surprisingly quickly—to the Dragon, and Nivaradros took a step back at once.

“How long have you been back?” Nivaradros asked in a quiet and careful tone. As if she were a starved and frightened animal, and he the patient being willing to waste the time to attempt to mend it.

“A couple of hours,” she replied at length. She managed a smile, but it was still hesitant, unsure, and cautious.

Nivaradros’s gaze flickered to him and he found himself nodding once so slightly he doubted Zimliya would have caught it if she had been staring directly at him. She wasn’t; she had eyes only for the Dragon. Nivaradros’s gaze returned to hers and held it.

“You look well,” Nivaradros managed to say in a tone that gave away just how awkward the words were to him.

The Mithane hid a smile. Nivaradros definitely was trying, and it finalized his decision. He would not interfere with this relationship. For whatever reason, Nivaradros was trying to be socially acceptable, and so long as it didn’t endanger Zimliya, or the world, he would assist the Dragon.

Nivaradros’s inelegant tone caused Zimliya to laugh softly, but it wasn’t a cutting laugh, and the Dragon replied with a smile. The Mithane still said nothing, but he desperately wished he could stand back further from the two. Zimliya was clearly trying to decide on something, and it was apparent Nivaradros wasn’t about to make a move until she did.

The Dragon’s anger had vanished into the air when he had realized who was sitting in the room with them, and it was enchanting to watch the two attempt to regain what time had stolen from them: a chance to figure out how to handle their friendship.

And how will your scars affect you? How will your time away have changed you? He thought as he continued to watch them.

He wanted to offer the Dragon some advice, but he feared anything he did or said would ruin what was occurring before him. His attention was caught by Zimliya again. She was fighting something or some thought, and not even he could divine what it was. She didn’t leave him questioning though. It became clear what she had been debating on rather suddenly.

She moved without speed, but with so much grace it took no time at all for her to cross the distance between her and the Dragon. She left her cloak behind on the chair, and when her motion stopped at long last she stood less than a foot from the Dragon. Nivaradros seemed indecisive for a mere second, but when he held out his hand for Zimliya to grasp, she made his pause seem irrelevant. She stared at his offered hand.

Careful, Child, you are both so uncertain here. What will you do now? he wondered as he watched, forgotten by the two others in the room. Trust him, Zimliya. He does not seek to harm you.

Whether or not she heard his words, Zimliya did finally move, but it wasn’t simply to take Nivaradros’s hand. With a soft cry of delight—a sound he had never heard her make before—Zimliya hugged the Dragon, and the Mithane felt his mouth open about an inch in wonder. He couldn’t remember her ever initiating an embrace before.

Hells, the one time he had attempted to hold her in this manner she had not only nearly stabbed him, but she had been so stiff he had thought a wall would be more forgiving. Holding his breath at the sight of Nivaradros’s surprise, he silently hoped the Dragon would not do something that startled Zimliya into harming him now. Not when she was trying so hard to offer him something more.

The Dragon’s arms moved slowly to hold the woman who had just moved willingly to his side and then into his arms. Nivaradros looked over her shoulder to meet his eyes with incredulity that spoke volumes about how relieved the Dragon was that he hadn’t done something wrong—yet. Jealousy touched the Mithane briefly, because he knew if he had tried to simply touch Zimliya even now she would react violently, despite what she accepted and offered the Dragon. Her Tenian scars still remained and even though she offered Nivaradros something now, he and the others still needed to stand back and let her decide when she would come to them.

He was not yet a friend—he might never be—but he knew, watching her stay in Nivaradros’s hold, that the fourth vision he had given up on had won in the end, with small twists. Nivaradros had what he had been waiting for all this time, and the Mithane was curious to see what he did now that he knew just how much the rules had changed.

Welcome home, Zimliya. You have no idea how much you were missed.

He refused to let them leave for some time. Zimliya was still uneasy to have returned to her world, and Nivaradros was clearly struggling to figure out how to handle her. When the embrace ended—and it took some time—Zimliya returned to her chair and Nivaradros stood at her left shoulder. His eyes, the Mithane noted in amazement, were a deep green he had never seen in the Dragon before. It made him once again question Nivaradros’s motives, but not in a negative manner.

Nivaradros fully intended to pursue Zimliya’s heart; he was certain of it now after watching Nivaradros with Zimliya once more. He also discovered he was not at all dismayed over the concept. If Nivaradros was after Zimliya’s heart, he doubted it was for a long game. No, Dragons normally did not get involved in trivial games of that matter. If Nivaradros sought Zimliya’s affection it would be because he wanted it, which was something he would have thought the Dragon was incapable of seeking.

It also revealed the Dragon had a weakness. Not one he would exploit, but one that could be used against Nivaradros if it came to light. Interracial relations were also still frowned upon heavily by all races—except the Rangers—and the Dragons were extremely verbal in their disgust over such things. If, in fact, he was right about this, Nivaradros was placing himself—and Zimliya—in harm’s way. It explained much about the Dragon’s reluctance to reveal this motive to him, but it also explained why Nivaradros was being so cautious around Zimliya. If she figured it out—managed not to panic—and told the wrong people, they would both be in danger.

“Nivaradros, perhaps we should consider relocating your quarters,” he said abruptly, to change his suddenly dark thoughts.

The Dragon’s eyes narrowed slightly. “As they’re in a mostly unused part of Arriandie, I am not certain I agree,” was the polite reply.

“People are going to be curious about Z’s return, and they will want to see her.”

“Which makes where I am an even better place for her to stay,” Nivaradros countered. “If,” he added quickly, “that is acceptable to you?”

“I can have my own rooms you know,” Z told him sourly.

“I have many rooms, so yes, you would be correct in your assumptions. I would, however, like you to stay where I am.”

“I do not need a watcher!”

Nivaradros stiffened slightly in response to Zimliya’s anger, and the pleading look the Dragon sent his way caused the Mithane to sigh. He was definitely too willing to assist the Dragon.

“No,” he agreed pleasantly. “You do not. Nivaradros, however, is correct in the fact that the wing I assigned him is in an ideal location for you. You generally like space following your return to our lands. Am I to assume by your words that this is no longer the case?”

She glowered at him, but she didn’t reply. The uncertainty he had seen earlier had returned, and she sent a glance towards the Dragon standing over her shoulder. He was skeptical even friendship would be easy for these two beings to achieve, but it was intriguing to watch.

“Fine,” she said glumly. “I will consider it.”

At the moment that was likely all she would agree to. He glanced at Nivaradros and saw the Dragon relax slightly. Evidently Nivaradros was afraid to get into too many verbal battles with Zimliya. Good, it was nice to see him apprehensive about something.

“That sounds reasonable,” he replied before Nivaradros could. “Now if you two don’t mind, I should probably get back to some of my responsibilities. Try not to upset too many people when the argument breaks out,” he added with a small smile.

“We do not always argue,” Z remarked with a raised brow.

“No,” he agreed evenly. “But as you’ve been missing for eight months, I can only assume you will start one with Nivaradros shortly. I’d rather not be involved. Or have to deal with various parties running frantically to this room to inform me the two of you are trying to kill each other.”

“I am not going to harm her,” Nivaradros declared sharply.

“Nivaradros, you’re the Warlord. When you start yelling people start panicking. I don’t want to deal with it tonight.”


Chapter 1

Z watched Nivaradros out of the corner of her eye as they left the Mithane’s study at long last. The Dragon was acting annoyingly smug, but she expected him to be. He was, after all, one of the first to learn of her return. Torn between irritation and amusement, Z concentrated on everything but Nivaradros as they walked one of the many halls in Arriandie. Silence was their chosen currency as they walked, but once she realized she had no idea where they were going, she turned to face him.

“Did you have a destination in mind, or are we going to be walking the halls through the night?” she wanted to know.

She was determinedly ignoring the walls and their chosen display, but it took effort. It was an old, old battle, but it had taken place in Tenia and Z really didn’t want to think about the kingdom she had destroyed. She could dimly recall the pain she had endured while those people had died, but a memory of the pain the heirs had suffered also surfaced, and she intended to avoid the memory of the price they had paid to survive. She was of the same mind when it came to Nivaradros’s horrible injuries that had brought him to the brink of death—forgetting them, if she ever could, was preferred.

“I thought we would return to my quarters,” Nivaradros replied with care. “Come,” he added as he examined her attentively. “It is evident you haven’t been sleeping, and I will keep watch.”

His words reminded her of Crilyne, and she froze as he began to walk again.

“Now what?” he demanded when he noticed her stiffness.

“Have you spoken to the Shades at all?” she inquired quietly.

A snort was his first response. “They are not my favorite companions, and no, I have not spoken to the one particular Shade. I haven’t forgiven him for everything he did to you. Stay away from him!”

And he was back to possessive. “You don’t get to dictate who I do and do not get to see, Nivaradros. Crilyne and I understand each other quite well. I don’t blame him for any of his choices. You are welcome to hate him for all I care, but I am not going to ignore him because you demand it of me. You do not have the right to stipulate who my companions get to be.”

To her amazement, a small smile touched the Dragon’s face as he approached her. She held her ground only after she remembered to do so. When he reached her side, Nivaradros gently touched her cheek with his hand—she flinched, having expected a slap—before his smile deepened with amusement.

“Glad to see you haven’t lost your edge. As you say then. I will attempt not to influence your choice in associates. I will, however, challenge them if they endanger you. That is my compromise.”

Since the word ‘compromise’ was new to the Dragon—and unknown to most of his race—Z decided to accept what was offered. Her silence was enough of an answer, thankfully, and when Nivaradros turned to begin walking again Z fell in step beside him. They walked in a careless manner for a good twenty minutes before a being turned the corner they were just approaching at a sprint and tackled her. If Nivaradros hadn’t been there to step in things would have ended with a lot of bloodshed.

Her mind knew the figure was Shevieck before he made contact, but her body responded as though he was a threat. Daggers were drawn and in motion before she registered she had pulled them, and the only reason the Mithani didn’t end up with two daggers in his chest was because Nivaradros yanked her back and behind him before the steel made contact with Alantaion skin.

Hidden behind the Dragon’s broad outline, Z exhaled shakily and absently wondered—of all things—if that whole event could have been captured in an image. She had a feeling everything had happened too fast for it to be caught by even immortal eyes. She could hear Nivaradros’s voice raised in anger at the young immortal Mithani and she forced her mind to register his words. She checked for death threats out of habit.

“Damned idiot!” Nivaradros snarled at the Mithani as he smacked the back of Shevieck’s head. “She’s never been one for contact, and she’s been magic-knows-where for eight months, and your idea of a ‘hello’ is to nearly get her to kill you?! Was your goal to make her feel guilty after she stabbed you? Are you honestly that stupid?!”

“I simply wanted to welcome her back,” Shevieck told the Dragon sullenly. “She’s been gone for some time now, Dragon. Are you going to restrict who gets to see her?”

“Only if they plan to do something as ridiculous as you just did,” Nivaradros muttered darkly. “I don’t want her feeling mortified because she stabbed someone who was imprudent enough to hug her when they damn well know better.”

Z was with Nivaradros on this one. Heart hammering with adrenaline from her near attack on the Mithani, she was more than content to let the Dragon explain things to Shevieck this time around. She needed the space right now. Especially since she had been torn about her return. Being around Nivaradros and the Mithane she could handle, but she wasn’t up for dealing with anyone else, and Shevieck was always trying, this instance being a case-in-point.

I must be tired, she thought bitterly.

Closing her eyes again, she listened as the Dragon finally managed to either convince or threaten the Mithani away. A small smile touched her lips as she released some of her pent-up tension. Opening her eyes once Shevieck fled, she found the Dragon was watching her with open concern.

“I hope that wasn’t too presumptuous of me,” he commented as he watched her with light green eyes. Eyes that told her he was either slightly upset or worried, but surprisingly not angry.

“It was just what I needed. I forgot how brazen Shevieck is at times,” she admitted. “I recalled him being a pain. I remembered all of his stupid risks and mistakes that nearly got everyone with him killed. Heck, I even recollected his lack of knowledge on subjects he should have learned as an adolescent and yet managed not to—and with his many teachers that is impressive. But this? It didn’t even occur to me to expect it, and eight months ago I would have.” Her tone was vicious; she was furious at herself.

Nivaradros had clearly been studying humans during his time protecting Shevieck. “It is not your fault,” he told her coldly as he went from protective and calm to defensive and angry. “Do I have to explain it with small, inferior, human words so you understand?” he demanded harshly.

He could have slapped her with less effect. “No,” she responded icily. “My tiny, human brain can handle slightly bigger words than that.”

To her surprise, her words or her expression disarmed the Dragon’s anger. It also disarmed hers as well. She didn’t know how to handle him now. She was off balance, and he was different from how she remembered. They stayed where they were in silence without moving even their eyes. She had perfected this game at a young age, and the immortals were born to it. Nivaradros surprised her again by dropping the game first.

“It seems as if I have erred again,” he said shortly, breaking the chill with a tone that told her he wasn’t sure how to proceed. Exhaling with a small ribbon of fire attached to the end, Nivaradros watched her closely. “You’ve changed,” he told her finally. She gave him a tired nod of acceptance, and his frown deepened. “I’m not sure I like it,” he added curtly.

“I—” she began to say, but the Dragon cut her off sharply.

“I will adjust to it,” he informed her stiffly. “Don’t try to change back or to someone else.” He closed the distance between them and held up a hand slowly towards her face.

She turned her head slightly to the side and closed her eyes, as if she once again thought he would strike her. Since her eyes were closed, she sensed his aversion to her response even before he hissed out of frustration. He didn’t, to her surprise, touch her. Instead he waited until she opened her eyes again. His hand hadn’t moved a hair’s breadth from where she had last seen it. Worried mixed green eyes watched her and she managed to shake her head slightly in response to his unvoiced question.

“So you can now initiate contact, but not accept it without having started it,” the Dragon mused thoughtfully. “It is a wing stroke in the right direction I suppose.” He was unhappy, but he still made no move to touch her. “I’m not going to hurt you,” he pointed out.

“Just let it lie for the night?” she pleaded quietly.

“For the night,” he agreed as he slowly lowered his hand. “Are you going to attack me if I remain in your bedroom then?”

“There is a fairly good chance of it,” Z admitted after a heavy hesitation. “I’m just — Nivaradros, I didn’t want to come back,” she whispered as she closed her eyes.

She wanted to miss his expression; she couldn’t miss his reaction. She sensed the stiffness his body adopted, and she heard the change in his breath.

“Then why did you bother coming back at all?” Nivaradros demanded frostily.

The words burned, but Z expected them. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “Duty. Honor. Friendship—” Her voice trailed off on the last one. “Look, I’ll stay in a guest room—” she started to tell him.

“You are spending the night with me,” Nivaradros replied grimly. “Last time you were here for a length of time the bath water tried to drown you. I am not willing to lose you to an element of all things, especially since you only got back today. I would also like to make it to the wing before today becomes tomorrow.”

“As if time matters to you,” she shot at him coolly.

“While I have a friend who is a mortal, it does,” Nivaradros said softly, startling her.

“I told you not to get attached,” she reminded him in an equally soft tone.

“And I listened for several human years,” the Dragon replied with a smile. “But, despite my beginning opinion of you, it appeared to be unavoidable. If it lessens your guilt—oh don’t give me that look, I can see it in your eyes—I am grateful for the challenge of putting up with you.”

“I am not sure if that is an insult or a compliment,” Z muttered.

“It is rather hard to tell with us Dragons,” Nivaradros agreed slyly.

“I’m tempted to hit you,” Z grumbled in reply as they made it without further incident to a wing on the second floor of the castle, and on the west side. “This is yours for the moment?” she asked in surprise.

“I only tolerate company when I have to,” Nivaradros explained patiently. “According to the Mithane, these are the quarters least likely to open to a hall full of Alantaions. I am enduring their existence to a point; we decided it was wisest not to push it.”

Z snorted softly and turned the handle of the doors. They swung inward as she cringed. “Oh dear,” she sighed. “Did you bankrupt the kingdom to make this room like this?” she wanted to know as she took in the finery. “I’ve never seen so much—”

“Probably because they have to de-opulence your rooms when you come to stay,” the Dragon interrupted. “And I didn’t request any of this. If I had to guess I would say this is where they stash anything they have to remove from your rooms in a hurry. Very few people ever stay on this floor.” The Dragon surveyed the room critically.

“Is this going to offend you to the point I am going to have to go all the way back up to the fourth floor, suffer through another conversation with the Mithane, and then have to accept the presence of several Alantaion servants? Just so they can attempt to remove enough of the furniture that you don’t have a minor breakdown over the fact the room has items that are designed elegantly enough that any other being would be honored to have them even on loan?”

He was going to make an issue out of it if she said yes. “Forget it!” she snapped.

“Good. The bedroom I want you to stay in is the second door on the left, use it.” His eyes narrowed. “Where are your packs?”

“I didn’t bring them with me. I left them with Shanii, so they are probably halfway across the world by now.”

“You left your— You are unbelievably impossible at times.” Putting his hand over his eyes the Dragon muttered unpleasantly about humans under his breath for several minutes before he managed to speak to her again. “I’ll check the bathing room for danger. Try to stay alive while I am gone.”

“Do you expect the Arriandin to attack me or something?” she demanded to know harshly.

“No, but Arriandie is home to more than the Arriandin and your Mithane. Do recall last time you were here you had two attempts on your life in a very short span of time.” The Dragon vanished before she could form a reply.

Growling under her breath about the Dragon’s annoying qualities, Z eyed the entry room with disgust. It was far too well furnished for her preferences, but Nivaradros had successfully squashed her complaints before she could even voice them. It irritated her to no end, but she had nothing to contest him with that didn’t sound ridiculous in her own mind. She therefore had no desire to hear how it sounded out loud.

She also knew how much more difficult the Dragon would become if she hadn’t been to the bedroom he had mentioned by the time he got back. For whatever reason, it was clear Nivaradros wasn’t going to allow her to pick her own room. Heading to the second door she saw on the left, she stopped dead as her eyes were drawn to a twisting design on the wall between the door she was passing and the door she was heading towards.

“Nivaradros!” she shrieked before shielding with magic as the glowing design stopped its motion.

There was a blast of power that let off a sound like a gong when it hit her shield. Having seen this attack before it had hit, she was able to concentrate on reading the magic as it struck and surrounded her shield. It was trying to break through, to find a weakness.

Good luck with that, she thought coldly with a smile.

Her vision barely allowed her to see it, but she watched as it took the form of an almost transparent cloud. It continued to swirl around her protection, and she read it as it moved. When she was finished her smile turned even colder. She didn’t know—yet—who had created the attack, but the minute she caught them in her line of vision she would know, and she would handle it.

Time felt as if wasn’t moving at all, but there was a booming voice behind her, and the single word spoken caused the cloud to vanish. As Nivaradros didn’t require words to use his magic, she could only assume he was beyond furious. Then again, he did seem to take offense when someone tried to kill her. Now that they were friends it made sense, but back when he had been trying to kill her it had been baffling. She would never understand Dragons.

“I wasn’t done with that,” Z chided Nivaradros as she dropped her shield and turned to face him.

“Too bad for you,” Nivaradros snarled. His eyes were neon and his hands were fists. Both calmed slightly when he appeared to realize she was unharmed. “Did you have enough time to be able to tell who was behind that attack if you catch them in your sight?” he wanted to know.

“Yes,” she told him with a chilly smile. “I’ll even let you contend with him when I see him, or her,” she added as an afterthought. “Although I will say that seemed decidedly male.” As the Dragon raised a brow, she shrugged. “It’s something I’ve noticed. Different races seem to follow certain trends in magic, and then there seem to be certain patterns that appeal more to certain genders. This spell was created and executed in a more Alantaion male style.”

“I see,” Nivaradros replied slowly. “That is a rather concerning evaluation, but I will take your word for it.” He was decidedly calmer now, since the threat—for the moment—had passed, but the Dragon’s expression was indecipherable. “Your bath is ready.”

“Did you remember to spell the water?” she wanted to know.

“Of course,” Nivaradros replied dryly, surprising her by getting the jest. “I know how much you like to drown.”

Flashing him a smile, she backed away from the door she had been heading towards and turned to head off towards the door the Dragon had so recently come through. She was almost there when the Dragon spoke her name.

“Yes?” she called as she glanced over her shoulder at him.

“Who would have access to my quarters? Just the servants, or do I need to be concerned about an unknown party entering the wing?”

“Anyone who wanted it. While you’re in the room the Arriandin would block anyone from entering who you didn’t want—which, in your case is, oh, everyone—but when you are gone the Alantaions can pretty much wander where they choose. Unless it’s someone’s official quarters in a permanent manner the castle’s considered open. You’re only a guest, so the Arriandin is unlikely to close your rooms off. Especially since it’s you. No offense, Niv, but the Arriandin isn’t fond of you, so if someone wanted to try to kill you, it is likely he would support the attempt. That may change if I continue to remain here.”

“Ah, that explains how Alantaions manage to assassinate each other on occasion. Granted, due to their number and their immortal lifespan I would have expected a higher death rate, but it has happened at least a hundred times.”

“Six hundred and fifty-seven in the last three thousand years,” Z corrected absently. “But if you were hoping to narrow the list of suspects down on my attackers, the only way to do that would be to appeal to the Arriandin or wait until I spot him.”

The Dragon’s expression told her exactly what he thought about approaching the living awareness of the Alantaion’s castle. As she was certain the castle hated him due to his hand in the Mithana’s death, she didn’t blame him.

“Go take your bath before the water grows cold,” he said stiffly. She nodded calmly in reply and vanished through the door before he could call her back.

Clean and dry—except for her damp hair—sometime later, Z emerged to find the Dragon pacing anxiously outside the door. “The water didn’t bite,” she told him quickly.

“Good,” the Dragon replied in a tone that told her he was on edge.

She was tempted to call Kyi’rinn and work that edge off Nivaradros, but she was tired now, and she wasn’t sure she would stay properly tired after a two hour or so match against the Dragon. To make matters worse, Nivaradros seemed to know where her thoughts were.

“Bed,” he ordered firmly. “Three weeks without sleep isn’t healthy for a mortal of any race—and you’re human—so until you are no longer mortal, I will bully you into sleeping if I have to.”

And Dragons were very efficient when it came to bullying. Sighing, she nodded curtly and glanced down at the towel she wore. Her clothing was dirty, stained, and would just feel rough against her clean skin, but since she didn’t have her packs, she didn’t have any other clothing.

“I’ve seen you naked often enough,” Nivaradros pointed out, correctly guessing her thoughts. “And as I want to take inventory of your condition and your new scars—you always have new ones so don’t argue—you might as well forget about clothing for the night. I will speak with the Mithane about finding you something for the morning,” the Dragon added.

Because sleeping without clothing was something she did all the time. Well, truthfully, it wasn’t all that uncommon. Sighing inwardly, Z tried to tell herself it wouldn’t be all that awkward. The problem was it already was awkward, but the thought of another verbal dance with the Dragon was exhausting enough that Z conceded the battle. She did give the Dragon a black look before moving frigidly past him and into the bedroom.

Oh dear. One look around the room that lit up as she walked into it made her leave it far quicker than she should have been able to, or she tried to leave it in a hurry. The damn Dragon happened to be standing in the doorway. He caught her as she backed into him.

“It is a room. With items. Some of them are shiny, yes,” the Dragon said in a condescending tone. “If you would prefer, I can blind you for the night so you don’t have to know what is, or is not in the room.”

As she had already seen the room that offer was less tempting than it could have been. “Nivaradros!” she hissed as she whirled to face him.

“Were you attacked by gold and emeralds in a past life or something?” the Dragon demanded curtly. “It is money, Z. The Mithane lives in a castle—he is a ruler as I am certain you will recall if you think about it. He has to display his power in a way that is easily recognizable, but doesn’t send anyone running for the hills, or mobilizing a force to remove him from his position. That’s all this stuff is for. It’s for show. Learn to tolerate it. I know you know this. What baffles me to no end is why you can’t accept it.”

“Tenia,” she whispered before she even realized what she had said.

Nivaradros’s eyes shifted colors so quickly she couldn’t pin down his mood. “Don’t you ever, ever say that name again,” he whispered dangerously. “He is dead,” he added as he took a step towards her, causing her to back into the room as he continued to walk forward.

“Damned idiot he was he didn’t deserve you, and yet he managed to destroy you. The Mithane is not the former King of the former Tenian kingdom. He cares for you as though you were his daughter. Do not insult him by having an issue with this room. In fact, don’t you ever comment on the design of a room again in his—or anyone else’s—lands. It is a display of power you should be grateful to be worthy of. There is no magic involved in it.” The Dragon’s tone was menacing, and his stance mirrored his tone; both were a threat. “Now. Bed.”

“What if I would rather talk to you?” Z stammered as she backed up a step.

“About what?” Nivaradros demanded distrustfully. “Not getting into bed?”

Sadly, if she hadn’t felt so off balance the answer would have been ‘Yes.’ “About where I was, and some of the things that happened—?” It was meant to be a statement, but the Dragon’s anger was so powerful her words changed into a question.

The Dragon looked slightly nonplussed at the offer. “Let me see your form first. You can explain your scars as I find them.”

Turning slowly around so she faced the room she had been trying to avoid, Z let the towel drop and weathered the stare of the Dragon as he compared her scarred body to the memory he had of the scars she had taken with her when she had left. He found—no surprise—the new ones with ease.

“Midestol’s work?” he wanted to know as he stood in front of her after making a round and touched the wide purple scar that ran from just below her lowest rib on her left side down to her left hip.

“The wound he gave me as I fled,” Z confirmed as the Dragon traced the scar. It was hard to keep from attacking him, but it was not as hard as she expected it to be. She trusted him here, and nothing he did betrayed her trust. Plus, her time away was finally overlapping with her past, and the control she had achieved while she was gone was hers again. For now.

“You should have let the Mithane heal it,” he muttered as his eyes went to her lightning for a second. “But I suppose you had no choice,” the Dragon said bitterly before she could. His hand moved slightly upwards towards a more recent wound that had left an indentation over her third rib on her right side. The rest of it was dangerously close to her heart. “This one should have killed you,” he murmured as he lightly traced it.

“It nearly did,” Z admitted angrily. “It wasn’t meant for me, but if I hadn’t taken it someone important to the future of the lands where I was would have died.”

“Someone important is always being threatened when you are injured like this,” Nivaradros pointed out as he continued his examination of the wound. “You punctured your lung,” he remarked unhappily. “You must have had other internal bleeding. How did you survive?”

Z grimaced. “I used a spell chip the Mithane gave me ages ago.”

Nivaradros was surprised. “He can make one?” the Dragon asked in a tone that told her the Mithane had just gained an inch more of respect. The new relationship between Nivaradros and the Mithane was interesting to see. She wasn’t certain which of them was more startled by it: Nivaradros, the Mithane, or her. “And you used it?” His surprise was more over her use, sadly, than the fact the Alantaion had made something that had only been a theory before.

“It was use it or die,” Z informed him grimly. “Dying wasn’t high on my list of things to accomplish at that moment in time.”

Nivaradros chuckled. “That is the most comforting thing you have said since you got here.” His fixed her with a stare that recommended no arguments. “Bed.”

“You are being ridiculously focused on that,” she told him stiffly, but as the room had a slight chill to it she did follow his advice.

“Now,” the Dragon began once she was under the covers and glaring at him again. “What happened where you were? Were there immortals? What were they like? What kind of a ruling class was there? Did they have magic?”

The Dragon continued to throw questions at her, and Z managed a smile as she patiently began to reply. She wouldn’t tell Nivaradros everything—hells, she wouldn’t even tell him half—but she was willing to share what she could easily explain. It would reassure him that she had not completely lost her mind while she had been away.

It was surprisingly easy to speak with Nivaradros. Her time away—and the people she’d learned to count on—made her relationship with the Dragon both easier and yet more complicated than she had expected. His time with the Alantaions and the humans she had saved from Tenia’s destruction had also had an effect on Nivaradros. He was more than willing to let her think her way through things than she remembered, and if she abruptly halted the conversation and changed topics his eyes didn’t even brighten with annoyance.

But there was a lot she wouldn’t tell him. There was even more she could not. The Ranger side of her was unwilling to possibly endanger the world she had lived in for eight weeks that world’s time—eight months in her time—and with immortals, oversharing information was dangerous. If she somehow returned to the world she had been so comfortable in, she didn’t want anyone who happened to come with her to be a danger. Nivaradros, by nature, was enough of a threat.

“I’m not certain you would have liked any of the beings,” she admitted when he once again pressed her. A small part of her wanted to explain the races with actual names, but she had a small suspicion Nivaradros’s race had started out in the world—some of them were still present—she had just left. In case her suspicions were correct, she didn’t want it known she had discovered the former world of the Dragons was still in existence and doing fairly well.

Green eyes danced slightly. “I doubt I would have liked them myself, but that doesn’t mean I am willing to accept your silence in the matter. Why is it so important to you that I be kept in the dark regarding the names of these races? You admitted there were humans after all.”

“Humans seem to be the race that has infected nearly every world I’ve been to so far. Plus, it’s not like you can hold them in greater disdain than you already do. Honestly, Nivaradros, can’t I have some secrets? I left in decent standing; no one should be seeking me out for either my return or my demise.”

“Could they even?”

“Travel here? Doubtful. To them travel between worlds isn’t something easily achieved.”

Nivaradros snorted. “Z, outside of you, travel between worlds isn’t something most can accomplish. You seem to have a … knack for it. Is that the right word?”

“You have been spending way too much time with humans,” she told him sourly.

“Someone had to keep Shevieck safe.”

And he had. How he had was something she feared to discover. “I owe you,” she told him softly. “I would never have asked you to do that.”

“I know you wouldn’t have, but you owe me nothing. Shevieck is a disaster, yes, but he is someone I have come to tolerate. Plus, his people seem to have this universal expression they reserve for him. As much as they are unwilling to kill him, I am also confident most of them cannot stand to be in his presence for any length of time.”

“Neither could you at one time.”

“He helped us save the world. He also refused to side with the Shades following your demise. He needed to be watched, Z, and I was the best equipped for the job. Besides, he means something to you.”

She didn’t argue with him, but she wasn’t certain she agreed. “Regardless, thank you,” she murmured as she watched him.

The smile he offered her was the same strange one she had gotten so used to seeing when they had last worked together. A swift reminder of one similar to it surfaced, and she coughed as her thoughts compared the two. She hoped she wasn’t blushing. She had managed to accept contact in a very different manner than she usually allowed—than she had ever allowed—while she had been away from her lands. The immortal she’d been with had had a similar smile in the beginning. It made her question Nivaradros’s intentions all over again. What, exactly, did Nivaradros want from her now?


Chapter 2

Z awoke to a cuttingly sharp argument going on between Nivaradros and a familiar newcomer. Since her sleep had been a battle to achieve—and had been broken more times than it hadn’t been—Z had a feeling she had only managed to gain maybe two hours of sleep total. It was not enough to benefit her.

It has also taken her and the Dragon time to figure out how she could tolerate his presence in the room again. As a result, being woken now, when she had just been on the edge of sleeping for possibly a whole hour without waking, did nothing to help her already sour mood. Massaging her forehead seemed like a good idea. She never got headaches—it was a pain thing, and therefore something she couldn’t experience—but she had a feeling if she did she would have awoken with a large one.

“Nivaradros, you are being entirely unfair,” Crilyne said in a voice that was low enough to be classified as a whisper, but cold and hard enough that Z could hear it without straining.

“You damn near turned her into a Shade—killed her—and then you decided that it was far easier to term her as one of the dead than it was to make the effort to see if she could be revived. Yet now you want me to let you see her? I don’t think you even deserve to be within Arriandie!”

“We’ve been over this,” the Shade sighed. She was surprised he didn’t rise to the Dragon’s tone. While Nivaradros had also been speaking quietly, his tone had been accusing enough Z was shocked Crilyne hadn’t been accused of ending the world as well.

“I was trying—in my own flawed way—to keep Zimliya around when I attempted to turn her into a Shade. As for the latter, Nivaradros, I have no excuse to offer for my actions. I was exhausted, magically drained, dealing with the loss of so many of the heirs, and dealing with her loss. Which I felt, Dragon, so don’t even attempt to hold your pain over mine. You don’t know what it feels like lose that connection with her. I was also attempting to accept the loss the future power and aid of five of my race, and there are so few of us remaining.

“I had a lot on my mind. It isn’t an excuse that is acceptable, but there is no excuse that is. I regret my decision, and I am glad you did not give up on her, but I am no longer willing for you to hold that against me. If I wanted Zimliya’s death, she would have one hell of a time preventing me from succeeding. I know her well. I have known her far longer than you have. You claim the title of friend, but she has long been one in my terms. She has trusted me enough to watch her back and watch her sleep. You will not deny me the right to see her now.”

She heard the Shade inhale sharply. “Besides,” Crilyne added quietly. “She is a constant I have missed in these many months. I do not wish to lose her again. I will do nothing, Dragon. I have come for no other purpose than simply to see her with my own eyes. As you came to me when I found her almost a mortal year ago in her house I come to you now. Let me just see her. I will not—I swear it—harm her.”

Z closed her eyes again. When two immortals were so busy in their own conversation that they didn’t notice she was awake, while standing in the room she was lying in, she knew better than to get involved. Yet sleep was still being cruel. It pulled at the edges of her mind but fled whenever she attempted to agree with it.

There were whole days she hated being human and needing sleep. They were the days when her mind and whatever was in charge of her health were apparently having a silent disagreement. She needed to rest—to sleep her five hours—but she couldn’t, and the conversation in the room, sadly, was interesting enough that part of her was fighting to stay awake to hear it.

“She is different, Shade,” Nivaradros replied heavily, at long last. “She’s skittish, angry, and swinging in her motions from one extreme to another. She hugged me,” the Dragon explained before Crilyne could ask, “and then she almost killed Shevieck when he attempted to hug her. He ran into us in the halls. She’s also already undergone one attempt on her life. I just don’t want anything else upsetting her. She didn’t want to come home.”

“And where is home?” Crilyne asked the Dragon softly.

“Wherever she makes it, so long as it is in this world,” Nivaradros answered without hesitation. “As the Rangers are known to say, ‘home is something that is made, not given, borrowed, or imagined.’”

“You have changed, Warlord. I am surprised you even know of that saying,” Crilyne mused. “Did she sleep well?”

“No. She woke after about fifteen minutes and either tried to attack me, tried to get out of the bed, or swore at me for several minutes before falling back into a restless sleep and repeating the cycle. She moved constantly, and at the rate her eyes were moving behind their lids, I am surprised she is still sane. Something bothers her, and I cannot yet gain the information from her. She hides it and turns defensive if I attempt to push.”

Z cringed at the words. She wanted to tell him, but she was human enough that she didn’t want him to laugh.

She heard Crilyne sigh again. “Then perhaps it is best if I wait outside,” the Shade offered. “You seem to have things in hand here. While I want to see her at some point, I do not want to keep her from sleeping, or stress her out more than she already is. I will be with the Mithane. Please bring her when she has recovered enough to put up with a small crowd.”

The Shade left then. Z sensed his departure more than she heard it, Crilyne was stealthier than a hunting predator when he wanted to be, and she let out a small breath of relief.

“I heard that,” the Dragon remarked in a surprisingly even tone. Apparently, he at least had noticed she was no longer sleeping.

She opened her eyes as his form appeared at the side of the bed. She offered him a smile, but even as it began to emerge she knew it would be more of a grimace than she wanted. “I wasn’t trying to pass it off in silence,” she told him as she yawned. She was irritated, but it was losing to the desire to sleep. The amount of calm she felt was annoying, but this time her brief minute of emotion didn’t wake her up further.

“No, if you were trying I wouldn’t have known,” the Dragon agreed gravely before sitting down beside her on the bed. “Sleep,” he advised gently as he regarded her with relaxed green eyes. “I will let nothing disturb you.”

“Nothing has to,” Z replied dryly. “So far I disturb myself enough on my own to make anyone else’s attempt pointless.”

The Dragon chuckled, but he reached out and cupped her chin in a hand. “What is haunting you?” he wanted to know. “Is it my presence? The room? Arriandie? The world? What is it? It is not—as humans like to say—nothing.”

Since he had taken away her chosen response, Z sighed. “It’s complicated,” she said instead. “Just let it go. Please, Nivaradros. I don’t feel like having another long-winded conversation already. It’s just different being here now, and I always sleep poorly when I change locations for the first day or so, unless I am unconscious. Do not attempt to make me hit that state,” she added darkly as she saw the thought cross the Dragon’s eyes.

Seeing Nivaradros was growing as frustrated as she felt, Z sighed again. “Maybe you should go visit the Mithane and Crilyne.”

“Perhaps, but I am not going to,” was the Dragon’s collected reply.

The silence was brittle for several minutes before the Dragon exhaled smoke and moved cautiously. “I would prefer that you didn’t make the attempt to stab me,” he told her quietly. She was about to ask him what he meant by that, when it became clear why he had felt it wise to warn her.

She moved—quickly—away from him when he settled on the far side of the bed. As this was a rather large bed his presence shouldn’t have been a problem, but it was and Z was determined not to attack him.

“Whatever are you doing?” Z wanted to know as she panicked.

“Shortening my lifespan from eternal to possibly less than five minutes,” Nivaradros answered steadily. He stayed—thankfully—where he was, on the far side of the bed, and on top of the covers.

Her hand, however, was under a pillow and on the hilt of a dagger, but Nivaradros’s words caused her to relax a hair and she didn’t pull the dagger free.

“Stay over there,” she demanded icily.

“Need I remind you that I have been much closer and neither of us died?”

“Need I remind you the circumstances that led up to those moments?” Z retorted in a tone that mimicked his. “Stay over there, Nivaradros. You are not helping me right now.”

Except he was, and she just didn’t want to admit it. Exhaling slowly, she tried to force herself to calm down. It didn’t work, and in the end, she rolled out of the bed—grabbing the towel from earlier—and tried to make it to the door. Tried was the key word.

The Dragon had her upper arm in a light hold by the time she had taken two steps away from the bed. His eyes were worried, and surprisingly collected. “Z,” he began as he continued to hold her arm. Her free hand was clenched into a fist, but the desire to hit the Dragon was impressively small. “Where are you going?” She didn’t answer, and the Dragon slowly released her arm.

Nivaradros stepped back slowly and shook his head. “I am worried about you,” he admitted. “You are surprisingly docile, but you seem to be more on edge than I have ever seen you. I would like you to rest. I think it would help, but if you cannot, then the Mithane has sent word he wishes to see you. I will also add there is clothing delivered by the Shade for you to wear. Apparently Shanii dropped off your packs to the Shade, and he brought them here.”

The clothing was tempting, but the meeting with the Mithane—and undoubtedly his Council and the Shade—was not. Closing her eyes, Z let her mind run through as many options as she could think of before the desire to leave caused the rest of them to fade away. She just wanted to leave. The world, the races, the magic—she wanted to leave all of it behind.

Something must have given her away. “I will send your regrets to the Mithane,” Nivaradros said after a lengthy pause. “Try to sleep, Z—Zimliya,” he added quietly. “It will help, I believe, if you stop fighting yourself. You are safe enough here.”

“And if I told you I wanted to leave for good?” Z asked as her throat tightened.

“I would ask why,” Nivaradros replied without even the slightest of pauses. “You are lying to yourself if you believe you were never happy here.”

He left before she could reply, and Z hated herself immediately when she realized she had just successfully chased the Dragon from the room. It was a first, and it made her feel like a monster. Grabbing the delicately created glass vase that was too close for her to resist, Z threw it and the water and flowers it carried at the furthest wall. The noise it made was soothing, and the shards of glass that covered the floor calmed her as well.

The Dragon did not return to the room. Relieved, Z looked for something else to throw before catching herself. How long had it been since she had thrown things? Items that were not weapons, and thrown not to protect someone, but just because she wanted to throw something. It had to have been since before she had become a Ranger. She hadn’t thrown anything that wasn’t a weapon since then. Sinking to the floor against the nearest wall in anger that was quickly giving way to a detached numb state, Z closed her eyes and let her head hit the wall continuously. It had been a mistake to come back. She shouldn’t have even considered it.

When the door finally opened hours later, it wasn’t to display a Dragon. Crilyne stood in the outline of the frame for a minute while he surveyed the remains of the vase, and the fact she was still hitting her head against the wall, before he entered the room.

“Nivaradros thought I might know how to approach this better,” the Shade told her as she met his eyes for a second. “I’m not entirely sure he is correct, but as he wasn’t willing to let me see you earlier, I certainly wasn’t going to give him doubts.”

The Shade approached her with caution, and then knelt beside her after a careful pause. “You’re not handling Tenia’s demise very well,” he observed critically. “Surely you realized your return would mean facing the actions that occurred before your departure, and that your allies would once more count on you in ways you’ve always tried to avoid. I brought you your clothes,” he added in a lighter tone as he handed her the bundle of black she hadn’t noticed he had been carrying.

When she didn’t speak, Crilyne sighed and moved to sit on the ground beside her. “Nivaradros is highly concerned. He fears this mood of yours will result in your death. I am fairly certain by the end of the day anyone who has any healing power whatsoever will want to strangle him. The Mithane is currently attempting to help Nivaradros on his search, but the Mithane is a busy Alantaion and he will not be able to contain the Dragon for long. Tenia was not your fault, Zimliya.”

“I destroyed it,” she answered woodenly. “If I had tried harder—”

“You have never dwelled on the past before. Let me explain this bluntly: Tenia was doomed. It should have—by all accounts—fallen five or so millenniums ago. It didn’t, and it happened to fall when you were around to prevent the rest of the world from following it. I count that as a success, but that is not the only problem here, Zimliya. I believe I will address one of the others now. The Dragon has already been offered a spot on the Council of his race. He turned it down.”

The words sounded wrong. “Crilyne, he has sought a position on the Council since he was banned from it,” she said without thinking. But some of the tightness surrounded her heart faded with his words. Had that truly been bothering her? It would have meant the loss of Nivaradros as the ally he was now, and she would have had to dance through Dragon protocol to borrow him. She was certain that wasn’t what had truly worried her, but she couldn’t pin down what was her fear was, and she dismissed it soon after.

“He has,” Crilyne agreed. “But, Zimliya? He knows if he accepts that position the Dragons will try to control you. He will not let that happen. He may be willing to accept a position on the Council after your death—because now that the offer has been made, it cannot be retracted—but I have my doubts even then. He is too changed, now, to easily fit in with the rest of his race. Veilantras manages it because she was never any different from what she is now, but Nivaradros? He is not the Dragon he was. Oh, he will still be dangerous, but I do not think he will ever return to fighting for the insignificant reasons he once did.”

“He seeks power,” Z commented sullenly.

“He is a Dragon. If he didn’t I would be very, very suspicious, and doubtful of his sanity.” Crilyne’s lips twitched into a half smile. “But I did not come to speak to you of Nivaradros’s ambitions,” the Shade remarked softly. “I came to speak to you about you and what you feel you are seeking, missing, or fleeing. Zimliya, what is it?”

“I didn’t have to be anyone there,” Z told the Shade angrily. “I could have been a beggar on the street if I had wanted to. Here? Here, Crilyne, I am in a position of power. A position I never wanted—a position I was put in at nine!”

“What were you there?” Crilyne asked.

“A form of a guard, but not really. Oh, you wouldn’t understand unless I explained it in depth, and I am not going to. But, yes, I was still seeing some sort of action on occasion, though the worst of it wasn’t something they considered normal. And it doesn’t matter. I wasn’t here. No one was asking me to make the final call, to fix the treaty, to arrange the treaty, to referee a dispute that was either centuries—or millenniums old—or to end it. I had no responsibilities, Crilyne, and I liked that. I was happy with everything there.”

“You returned,” the Shade said in a neutral tone.

“Yes, damn it, because I am an idiot. I missed Nivaradros. I missed the Mithane. Hells, I even missed you, and that takes some effort given how we left things off. I missed the Rangers,” she continued, “and the ability to speak with them whenever I wanted to. Oh, I could have spoken with them were I was, but I didn’t think it was safe, and after a while the distance was nicer.” Her eyes closed. “I came back because I felt I had to,” she whispered, “and now I wonder if I can make it.”

“You’re burnt out, as the humans say,” Crilyne mused thoughtfully. “I wish I could help, but this is your battle.” There was a brief pause before she felt Crilyne’s hand on her shoulder. She opened her eyes at the contact but didn’t react further. “I will either amuse or annoy you with this, but I feel you should really lean towards the Dragon on this one. He’s not about to let anything—and I mean anything—harm you. We place you in power because you are a Ranger—the definition of one—and we know the power you hold you respect at a level we could not. We trust you.

“Power is safe in the hands of very, very few who hold it. You are the safest we could ever ask to have it.” He held her eyes. “Please stay,” he added softly, clearly seeing the desire to flee she assumed was in her eyes. “Midestol is preparing for war—now or in the future I cannot say—and you know all of us cannot stand for more than five minutes on the same patch of ground without you. We stand together only because of you.”

Z smiled slightly and inclined her head in agreement. “I’m going to have to argue the time frame though. The immortals can barely make it to two,” she countered, but she began to relax again. “What if I fail?” she whispered.

“Then you fail. At this point you have accomplished more than any one of the rest of us ever could,” Crilyne pointed out. “Start looking at your successes before trying to blame things that have nothing to do with you upon yourself. It is a very annoying human habit.”

“I’m human,” Z replied coolly.

“So you are. Try not to rub it in,” the Shade teased. “Zimliya?” he pressed when she remained silent for ten minutes.

“I will speak with the Dragon,” she sighed.

“And then?”

“I am going to bed,” she snapped. “After that, I don’t care.”

“Testy, are we?” Crilyne murmured. “Alright. I will let the Mithane know you will see him tomorrow.” The Shade stood slowly, and she heard him head to the door. “Zimliya?”

“Yes?”

“I don’t know if this will make things better or worse, but I spoke to Midestol while you were gone,” the Shade said slowly.

“You. Did. What?!” She closed her eyes as fear swirled within her.

He ignored the question and the outrage in her tone. “I asked him about his daughter, and his granddaughter. He was upset by the questions I asked, but he did answer them.” She didn’t reply, and the Shade took her silence as permission to continue. “I asked him, Zimliya, if he knew the name you had been given.”

She forgot how to breathe. She would have never expected Crilyne to approach the Dark Mage with such a question. “What did he say?” she whispered in horror. Her eyes were still closed.

“Your name, Zimliya, is Ksiria,” the Shade told her gently. “Which means—”

“Fire,” Z interrupted softly with a smile. “It means fire in the formal version of Tenia’s original language.” Her smile was bitter, but faintly amused. “Which is what Zimliya means,” she whispered, “in the Ranger’s language.”

“It is,” Crilyne agreed. “So, which name will you go with?”

“Zimliya,” she replied evenly. “The other name is just something I wanted to know. Closure or something.” She opened her eyes slowly. “Thank you, Crilyne,” she added. “Did he ask you why you wanted to know?”

“No, though I am fairly certain he was confused by my interest. I simply told him I was tying up a few things regarding the demise of Tenia for a book I was writing on its history.”

As this was an entirely believable answer since the Shades were all addicted to the history of the world, she let out a breath of relief. Nodding as she closed her eyes again, she heard the door close behind the Shade as she returned to hitting her head against the wall. The Shade had answered a question that had been haunting her for years, but the answer did not give her the level of comfort she had expected it would. Anger returned and choked her, but she did not make the attempt to fight it and, in the end, it faded on its own.

“Z?” she heard the Dragon call out softly as she heard the door shut—he clearly had opened it in silence—and felt his approach.

“I’m alright,” she told him from the floor.

“The vase offended you?” Nivaradros asked in a tone of voice that spoke volumes about his approval of the death of the piece.

“I needed something to throw,” she whispered.

“Ah, well you certainly succeeded in throwing it,” Nivaradros told her as he settled onto the floor beside her. “I spoke with the Shade,” he added. “Apparently he thinks I would be more beneficial to you now than he was. I doubt it, but I am willing to try.” She felt as if they were playing hot potato with her.

“He explained what you told him,” the Dragon continued. “So you don’t have to repeat yourself, but you do realize you are a power no matter where you go, right? At some point in time they would have found out—your new world’s races—and you would have been put in some sort of position based on your power.”

“I left before they could place me in a position of power,” Z admitted with a bitter laugh. “The battle that almost killed me revealed much.”

“You are very good at shying away from positions of power,” Nivaradros agreed. His hand covered the hand she had placed on the floor between them; she didn’t even flinch. “What did you want me here for?”

“I was planning on going to bed.”

“Oh?”

“Crilyne seems to think I need a watcher, and I’d rather not start an argument with anyone else tonight.”

Nivaradros began to laugh and she opened her eyes in time to see the delight sweep away the confusion on his features. “I see,” he chuckled when he met her gaze. “That is something to strive for,” he added before gently picking her up. She wanted to protest, but, as was so often the case now, she did not, and he carried her easily back to the bed.

“I will keep watch,” he assured her. “And Crilyne keeps watch outside the wing. If anyone is foolish enough to attempt to get past him, I am almost certain they will be a small smoldering pile of ash before they can attempt to flee. Your Shade is worried about you. He told me this wasn’t—entirely—my fault.”

“That is unusual for him,” Z murmured as she closed her eyes and turned away from the Dragon and the side of the bed that would lead to the floor if she forgot about it since Nivaradros had placed one side of the bed against the wall.

“I was impressed,” the Dragon agreed. “Tenia was not your fault,” he added softly.

“I know.”

“And yet you hold it against yourself, or us possibly.”

“Who else should I hold accountable?”

“You mean other than the people who caused it to come about?” Nivaradros demanded irritably. She heard him exhale before he grew too furious. “Sleep, Z,” he said tightly. “If I continue this conversation you will not be sleeping.” She laughed but followed his advice and let the exhaustion she had been fighting take over.

It was a very short sleep. Waking up by sitting up and throwing magic without form, thought, or intent, Z heard Nivaradros’s curse before her eyes snapped open and she took in the sight of the very apparent new door in the room. Well, hole in the wall. Exhaling shakily, Z turned her attention to the Dragon who was staring at the hole as though he expected it to expand.

Since that was clearly what he was thinking, she turned back to the hole and watched it. The gravity of what she had thrown hit her as she stared at the edges of the stone that was now visible. Shadow, she had thrown shadow. She’d thrown magic without any idea as to why.

“Nivaradros?” she whispered.

“I am going to hope your concern is an indication this is a new development for you,” the Dragon replied tensely. “Because if it is not, I am not amused. You should have warned me.”

“It’s new,” she assured him as she got up. Clothing was not a concern as she headed over to the new way to move between the rooms in the wing. Touching the shadow that clung to the stone it hadn’t blasted through, Z called it back from the wall and sent it away. “It is slightly concerning,” she added.

“Not any more concerning than some of your other reactions when awoken,” Nivaradros begged to differ. “But I would advise we use a more unconventional way to get you to sleep for now.”

“Meaning?”

“Magic,” the Dragon replied grimly. “And I am keeping contact with you the whole time so you cannot sit up and blast a hole through the floor above you.”

“Sounds good to me,” Z agreed nervously as she returned to bed for the—actually, she wasn’t sure what number they were on—and slipped underneath the covers. “I’ll try to keep from reacting to your magic.”

“Please do,” Nivaradros murmured. “I am not sure I could survive a blast like that, and I would rather not have to check the quality of my shields today.” She felt his hand on her forehead. “Let’s try this again,” he breathed. “Sleep, Z, sleep well,” he added as she felt the smallest amount of magic follow his words. “Preferably deeply and without dreams, but if I give you too many orders you get touchy so I won’t demand it.”

She chuckled at his words, and fought her defenses as they attempted to interfere with his magic. “Nivaradros?”

“Yes?”

“Thank you.”

“That is a loaded sounding response. What did I do this time?”

“You haven’t attempted to eat me yet,” Z murmured as sleep—true sleep—finally appeared to be coming within reach.

“That would make things rather difficult,” Nivaradros remarked in a suspicious tone. He chuckled a moment later and she felt his hand move from her forehead to her cheek. “You are still fighting me,” he chided softly. “Relax, I am not going to harm you, and you really do need the rest. When you start attacking the walls, I think it’s a sign.”

“Agreed,” she yawned as she struggled to hold her defenses down long enough for the Dragon to work. Pleased that her trust in him had reached this level. “How long are you going to keep me asleep?”

“Not more than five hours,” Nivaradros assured her. “I have a feeling you would start fighting me if I attempted to make you go longer regardless. I need to speak with you when you wake though. There are some events I think you need warning of before they get thrown your way. Before you worry, none of them threaten the safety of your allies.”

“Then why are you concerned?” she wanted to know, but if the Dragon replied she didn’t hear it. Sleep finally claimed her completely.


Chapter 3

For once the Dragon didn’t wake her up by shaking her. Z’s eyes opened to find Nivaradros was watching her from a safe distance, and a smile touched the Dragon’s features when their gazes locked.

“I figured there was a small chance you would wake up with violence,” he explained as he bent down, grabbed the clothing she had meant to put on before the Dragon had spelled her into sleep, and tossed it at her. “I managed to convince the Mithane to give us a couple of hours before summoning you to the meeting.”

She nodded absently, slipped out of the covers, and pulled her clothing on with care. It felt nice to be back in Ranger’s clothing. If she had missed anything of the insignificant and non-living variety, it had been the Ranger’s clothing. Stronger than any of the immortally created armor of equal weight, it was almost like wearing nothing. Plus, it was skin tight, but so flexible it never restricted a movement. Pulling the shirt on with pleasure, Z turned to face the Dragon who hadn’t so much as batted an eye.

“Better?” he wanted to know.

“Yes,” she told him with a smile.

Nivaradros shook his head in confusion. “I will never understand how humans can be impressed by such small things, but if it makes you happy I suppose I will accept it.” He offered her a hand after a small pause. “Come, there is food in the main room,” he explained when she raised a brow. “I thought you needed something to eat since we spent most of yesterday and today attempting to get you to sleep.”

Grimacing at the reminder, her gaze moved to the hole she had made in the wall several hours before—or to what had been a hole in the wall. Now all she saw was the room as it had been before, and the elegant designs on the smooth and flawless surface were the same ones she remembered from before. Turning to the Dragon she stared at him in a questioning silence.

“The castle didn’t appear to take offense,” the Dragon drawled, “but it did repair the damage done. I do think your destruction of the vase was something that was determined to be offensive, but if so, nothing was said to me. The shards merely vanished into the floor, but the plant is in a new vase on the table again,” Nivaradros added with a nod at the table he spoke of.

Her eyes went there at his nod and she grimaced again. “That is not an improvement,” she muttered as she took in the golden outlined silver vase. The glass one at least had implied there was not any precious metal in it.

“I would advise, then, not breaking anything else,” the Dragon remarked offhandedly before his lips turned upwards slightly in a smile. “The Mithane has summoned us early,” he added suddenly as his eyes brightened with anger, but he didn’t offer her his hand when she moved to his side. “Food—regrettably for you—will have to wait.”

Nodding absently, briefly wondering when the Mithane and Nivaradros had gotten comfortable enough with each other to use magical communication, Z moved to follow the Dragon out into the main room. She noticed the food, as it could have fed a small army for several days. She passed it with relief, as she was not hungry. It was the typical Alantaion meal, and Z often wondered why the immortal race spent so much time making their food an art statement given it was going to lose that statement soon after it had been made. There were, however, a lot of things she would never understand about Alantaions; she had given up making the list when she had turned thirteen.

As if he had known where her thoughts were, the Dragon snorted loudly as he looked over at the food. “I do not understand the Alantaion fascination with making food look like anything but what it is, and flowery enough that it could be hung on the wall in any room and fit right in. It is a waste of time, and while many things are, I can think of a thousand that are less obvious about being wastes of time.”

She couldn’t help it, she laughed. Nivaradros stared at her in astonishment as though her laughter was horribly misplaced, but her laughter was impossible to stop. She was so off balance here.

“Sorry,” she wheezed apologetically. “But I had been thinking the same thing,” she added breathlessly between laughs. The Dragon’s brow rose sharply, and her laughter doubled in strength.

“So glad to be amusing,” the Dragon grumbled as he led the way to the main door.

His eyes were slightly bright, and they snapped coldly from side to side as he examined parts of the room that called his attention to them, as though he expected danger to be lurking in the room. Recalling the attack from the previous night, Z wondered what Nivaradros wasn’t telling her. She questioned the stability of Arriandie’s politics, and several reasons for Dragon’s paranoia began to emerge in her mind.

As the doors to the wing swung closed behind them, Z turned and placed her palms carefully on the door and closed her eyes. Arriandin, protect these halls and rooms from outside intrusion. Do not let even the servants pass. There is danger afoot. Stepping back, she moved to Nivaradros’s side again.

“What was that about?” the Dragon wanted to know. “I know you didn’t use your magic, but something magical happened in response.”

“I asked Arriandin to keep everyone from entering,” she explained offhandedly as they began to walk the hall. “I don’t want any more attacks in the rooms.”

“Sounds fair enough to me,” Nivaradros agreed. His eyes went to the displays the walls began to happily divulge. A battle Z remembered well caught the Dragon’s eyes, and he paused to watch it unfold. “You surrendered,” he said in open surprise.

Z let her gaze follow his to the battle and nodded slowly. “Shevieck was on the field,” she murmured. There was a wall of Alantaions behind her from this view point so she knew the clarification was needed; Shevieck would be impossible to find unless one knew to look for him. He had been well armored—all of the Alantaions had been—and because of that his features were not readily displayed.

“Ah, you surrendered to Midestol to keep the heir safe. How noble of you,” the Dragon said cuttingly.

“Precisely,” she replied in a tone that slapped. She watched her surrender without emotion. She remembered the six months she had spent in Midestol’s forces’ hold, but it had been worth every drop of blood of hers they had spilled. She had also managed to get their other captives out when she had left. All three thousand of them.

Nivaradros watched the event until the wall slowly pulled it inward and released another. This one he knew well—he had been there with her—so he turned away. “I would appreciate it if you did not so openly surrender to pain and torture, even though you do not feel it,” he mentioned in an almost passing tone as they began to walk again. “If there is truly no other way, I will accept it, but try to find some other bargaining chip that is not you.”

“I will try,” she agreed truthfully. She didn’t add she always did attempt to find another way around her surrender because she knew it would only frustrate the Dragon more.

They made it to the staircase that would lead them up to the third floor—the main floor—and Z paused on the first step. Nivaradros was so attuned to the slightest of her movements right now that he likewise stopped.

“Z?” he called softly.

A few things happened almost simultaneously. She stepped back and summoned a shield without thought, but she felt it shatter before it formed. She fell straight into a magical stance and began to reach through the levels and elements that limited most to form something that would stand against what was coming. She also blindly tried to dismantle the spells surrounding them. She was out of practice with magic—something she would have once considered a positive thing—and as a result deciding on what she needed took too long. Yet before she could accomplish anything, the Dragon intervened.

Grabbing her, pulling her close, Nivaradros held her tightly against him as his scales emerged. His back was to the stairs and the threat, and his head—with his several inches on her—tucked itself over hers to offer as much protection as he could.

There wasn’t time for either of them to do more; the staircase exploded at their back. She felt Nivaradros take hits from the debris, and she felt pieces of stone strike the few parts of her not protected by Nivaradros. Held tightly against the Dragon, she could feel one of his hearts falter from a direct strike. The Dragon neither grunted in pain nor flinched, and he continued to shield her when all was silent. Only when silence had been there for five minutes—minus the ringing in her ears—did he lessen his hold on her slightly. She pulled back to pull away, and the Dragon’s arms tightened again at once.

“Not. Yet.” His tone was furious, she could see his blood pooling on the floor, but Nivaradros did not take his natural form—she knew why—and he refused to move away from the point of disaster.

The shield she had been considering now became needed. Pulling up a smaller variant—much smaller—of the one she had created, with everyone’s help, to keep the magic contained in Tenia, she surrounded them both with it and felt Nivaradros release her completely when it was formed. She glanced at the staircase and winced. A crater was all that was remaining, and the ceiling, floor, and surrounding walls had taken significant damage. A chandelier, once elegant, was now charred, twisted, and broken on the floor. The repairs were going to be extensive.

“Oh, they are not going to be happy with that,” she informed the Dragon dryly. “We may decide it would have been wiser to be on the staircase than to have survived and get the double sided pleasure of telling the Alantaions about the attack.”

The Dragon glanced over his shoulder and nodded slowly. “Perhaps, but let’s not consider that option just yet,” he advised calmly.

As if he were not gravely wounded and half the hall weren’t damaged from the force of a spell that probably should have killed them both.

“Your shield is remarkable,” Nivaradros added as he looked it over. Since it was invisible, his inspection was entirely magical on its own, but she could feel it, and a small smile touched her face at his approval. “I would advise summoning this shield first next time.”

She chuckled at his critique to hide her embarrassment. “I’m a little rusty using magic. And when I did use it, it wasn’t for anything like this,” she told him as she tried to move around him to see the damage he had taken.

He blocked her with ease. She knew it was bad, but she couldn’t see where he was wounded and what sort of aid he required. Not unless he allowed it.

“You blew a hole in the wall earlier,” the Dragon pointed out before catching her arms below the elbows and holding her still. “I will survive,” he assured her softly.

“You’re wounded,” she remarked stiffly. “I felt your heart—I felt one of them stop, Nivaradros.”

The Dragon’s brow rose, but he nodded tiredly. “But I am still standing, and I do not think it is safe to remain here. Was it the same attacker?” he wanted to know. “Because if it was I think I am now officially going to rip him to pieces.”

She pulled against the Dragon’s hold, but pure stone had more give. “Yes and no,” she told him quietly. “Midestol’s backing him, so this time it was his spell, but Midestol’s magic.” Seeing Nivaradros’s disbelief, she scowled. “I believe I would recognize Midestol’s touch anywhere,” she snapped.

The Dragon inclined his head in agreement. She could see he was tired. Tired, or in enough pain that his motions were now very contained and thought out. He trusted her—or her magic—to protect them, and that was a surprise. He did not even imply they needed to move. Instead Nivaradros kept his gaze sweeping for secondary attacks, but Z privately felt they weren’t coming.

“Do you think anyone noticed there was an explosion?” Nivaradros wanted to know after a good fifteen minutes had passed and no one had shown up.

“There was a silencing spell I couldn’t get to,” Z explained bitterly. There were other staircases, but Z didn’t want to damage the entire castle by taking them—she assumed they would likewise be spelled, though that felt a bit extreme—and she didn’t want to leave Nivaradros. He was capable of fending for himself—even in this state he was still a match for the majority of Alantaions one-on-one—but if a group of them came, Z felt his strength would be taxed, and she was unwilling to take the risk.

“This was exceptionally poorly planned,” Nivaradros remarked suddenly. “Your sensitivity to magic gave you the heads up, even if it was a bit late, and your power greatly dwarves your attacker’s. Even with Midestol’s aid he couldn’t have expected this to work.” He glanced at her. “What do you think his angle is?”

“Your death,” Z said without pause. She hadn’t wanted to say this aloud. “Apparently, feel honored, you are considered the larger threat. Or both of us together are.” She closed her eyes and let her thoughts continue running. “Damn.”

Crilyne! she called silently, hoping the Shade was listening for her.

Zimliya?

She was going to kill him for his use of her name next time she saw him. Guard the Mithane. She didn’t have time to give him more than that split second of warning because she sensed the magic in the room go off.

“Damn it to the hells!” she snarled.

“What did I do now?” the Dragon demanded tiredly.

“Not you,” she spat. “But this was arranged to keep us here if it didn’t kill us; the Mithane is under attack!”

The Dragon’s eyes blazed in unexpected anger. “Go,” he ordered.

“Nivaradros—”

“I am not about to expire. Go to him,” he told her quietly.

“The Shade is with him,” Z began slowly, but she wanted to go, and the Dragon saw it.

“You are better protection, and Shevieck is not meant to rule yet. Go. I will be fine.” Nivaradros saw her hesitation and smiled. “I’m touched,” he told her softly. “But if he dies, you will never forgive yourself, and I cannot risk that. I will return to the rooms. If you leave your shield up, there is nothing that can harm me here, and you can take paths to the Mithane’s side that I cannot. Go, Z,” he ordered her sternly, but he was still smiling. “I am honored by your loyalty.”

She nodded curtly, broke the shield she had created into two parts—so that he remained protected from any further magical assaults—and then sprinted from his side. She sent a silent plea to Arriandin to open Nivaradros’s wing for him alone, and then took a left down the hall she was running down.

Two lefts, a right, and then another left brought her to what appeared to be a dead end. Exhaling smoothly, she placed her hands on a stone that didn’t look, sense, or feel out of place and felt the wall extend to surround her. Once the move was completed, Z resumed her dash and moved without a misstep up the stairs that appeared before her. The back way she used was sensitive to desire and control; she exercised both now. Instead of a maze that appeared when she had no destination in mind, she was presented only with a path—well, a path encased on all sides by stone—and she took it.

Kyi’rinn shuddered several times in its sheath as she continued to run. It was a silent warning that there was fighting through much of Arriandie. For the first time since the Alantaions had arrived in her world, there was a struggle for power that extended all the way up to its Mithane; she could not let it succeed. Concern for Shevieck rose, but she forced it down and away. The Mithane could chose a worthy heir if Shevieck was killed—Shevieck, however, would be a disaster at this time if he became the Mithane.

Crilyne, I am coming! she called to him as she turned more corners and reached another staircase. She pushed herself further and took the stairs five at a time. A fall here would be fatal, but time could have the same result on a different life. She had avoided coming home, but being here only reaffirmed the rightness of her decision. She belonged here, in this time, in these fights, and these people—no matter their race—were hers.

The door she sought was within sight now, and she checked her speed slightly as she drew Kyi’rinn. The door dissolved before she could touch it and she emerged in a room full of fighting. Her talent kicked in. She knew at once where the Mithane was—the Shade protected him well—and she cut through anyone who was an enemy in her path.

Doing so prevented the deaths of five of the Council, but in reality, she cared little if any of them died. Chevello would have been under her protection if she could find a way to spare it, but Chevello was dead—had been dead for months—and his death now gave her peace; it gave her freedom.

She was aware all of the attackers were Alantaion. It meant there was a serious change in power that she needed to address at some point. Fighting her way to the Mithane shouldn’t have given her time to think about this now, but it was her, and she did. To have gotten this far undetected meant a breach in the Mithane’s private Guard. Reaching the Mithane’s side at long last, she took his right while Crilyne moved from being the Mithane’s only protection to watching his left side.

“Z,” the Mithane greeted softly, politely, knowing she would hear him.

She wanted to reply. If she could have offered him a smile she would have, but there were at least twenty Alantaions still fighting to reach the Mithane, and while Z could fight immortals in small groups without fear, such a large number was pushing her talents and her group closer to their limit than she wanted.

She blocked a strike to her side with the flat of Kyi’rinn before she grabbed her attacker’s sword with her free right hand as she pivoted on one foot so she could kick the sword free with the other. The hilt burned her hand—she smelled the burning flesh—but she didn’t release the blade. The fact it was a sword of Kyi’rinn’s design surprised her, but she didn’t let that slow her.

She ducked as a sword swung at her neck. Using both hands independently in the manner that had astonished Chevello to the point of concern until he had forced her to control it, Z used one sword to kill the attacker who was pressing her back, and the second she used to block a strike aimed at the Mithane’s side that she had left open for the split second it had taken her to kill the first attacker.

Crilyne was using his magic sparingly—likely all he could do after the power he’d used during their last magic requiring event—but he didn’t shield; to shield here was the greater danger than to stand without one. Sometimes magic could be a bigger threat than the steel. Bodies were piling up quickly now, but Z saw among the fallen fabric that not all of them were the enemy; some of the Council had fallen already.

Crilyne, we need to get him out of here.

Agreed. Ideas?

The Shade couldn’t be killed, and Z was grateful for it now more than ever. She could sense him waiting on her command, and she was silently thankful for his presence in a way she hadn’t been since they had first started working together. She noticed, then, that they had somehow ended up in front of one of the few windows in the room.

We’ll go out the window.

She heard his laughter: wild, breathless, but genuine. I hope he likes heights then. You have your rope?

The question irritated her. Slicing through another two attackers, she let him feel her annoyance in silence before speaking again. Of course not. I thought we would just make a leap of faith and hope something caught us before the ground that is well over a thousand feet away did. Yes, I intend to use my rope!

She felt his amusement, but he didn’t reply with words. His magic created a blast of power that knocked everyone back two feet no matter their shield, and Z took advantage of the time he bought. Moving around the Mithane, she kicked out the window Crilyne had cleverly placed him in front of.

The window could not be broken from the outside—only from within, which was why Crilyne had moved the Mithane to a spot Z normally would have forbidden anyone to stand in front of—and it took effort now to break it. Magic was behind her kick though, and once the shattered pieces fell the long way to the ground as sharp, glittering snow, Z felt another blast of power behind her. Crilyne was keeping everyone at bay, but it would not stop arrows.

“Mithane?” she asked softly as she reached his side. He wasn’t dangerously wounded, but his eyes told her how angry he was to have been attacked in such a manner as this. “We have to go,” she added.

He nodded in silence and moved to the window. “I am going to hope you have a plan,” he remarked as he balanced on the ledge for a second while she blocked the arrows that flew towards them with Kyi’rinn’s flat. He leapt out the window a second later and she didn’t hesitate to follow him.

Falling was never her favorite thing, but she had more experience at it than she cared to admit. Her rope, however, was useless here, as Z decided it too dangerous to return to Arriandie until they knew more about the forces attacking it. Pulling magic sharply instead, she did the only thing she could think of—the only thing she wasn’t comfortable doing. She used shadow. She felt the transition sharply, but as she had done with Nivaradros to flee Tenia, she ignored it and focused on catching the Mithane before the ground did.

Her landing was slightly less graceful. She managed to land on her feet, but the crunch of bone told her something wasn’t happy—if she had to guess she would have picked one of her ankles—and when she took a step forward she recognized the awkward movement of her right leg. It was a minor concern at this time. Moving quickly to the Mithane’s side, she worked to ignore the fact her Shadowland once again had no shapes, forms, or anything else familiar within it.

The Mithane’s eyes, however, caused her to pause before she reached him. “So, the rumor is true,” he said in a deadly tone. “You can control the shadows.”

She flinched. “Not very well,” she countered.

“That will come with time,” the Mithane said shortly, but his eyes stayed black and she knew he was tempted to kill her. She was tempted to let him. She didn’t recognize herself here, and the thought of how dangerous she could become caused her to consider eliminating herself before she became a threat. The Mithane’s eyes ran over her for a long moment in silence, and then they turned to the landscape of nothing around them. “Well, you might as well make it conform to your wishes. I do not approve of this power, Zimliya.”

She knew. She knew of the Mithane’s distrust of this element, but it had been her only option to keep him safe.

“And how else was I to safely extract you from the chaos of Arriandie?” she asked in a low tone. “It is not safe there for anyone. Nivaradros and I were attacked after he received your summons, and I had to leave him behind to reach you in time.”

“Nivaradros is wounded?” the Mithane breathed in surprise. She could tell he wanted to know just how badly, and she closed her eyes at the memory. She hated hearing the small amount of possible delight in his tone.

“He shielded me,” she explained as her anger was shattered by the memory of the Dragon’s wounds. “The staircase was set to explode when we stepped on it and got to a certain point. I sensed it, but it was too late or someone was watching. He put his back to the blast and made sure I was as protected as he could make me.” Her eyes closed. “I would have grabbed Shevieck, but you were more important. He is still not ready to rule, and I had to choose.”

She sat down on the non-descript floor of the shadows and opened her eyes as she felt a small amount of magic awaken around her. She had no idea what she had done, but the world began to grow forms at long last. It was similar to last time. Plants, rocks, a sky, water and ground, but there was no path to follow this time, likely because she couldn’t decide where to take the Mithane.

She glanced at her right ankle and sighed. It was decidedly broken—bone poking through flesh left little to argue against. She began to maneuver the bones back into some sort of order when a pair of hands covered hers. She flinched, but did not reach for Kyi’rinn, as the Mithane gently pulled her hands away from her ankle.

“Allow me,” he advised softly. “I would like to heal more than just this injury,” he added cautiously, as his now solid brown eyes moved to meet hers. “Like your hand.”

She blinked and looked at her hands. The right one was burned from the second sword she had grabbed—she dimly remembered tossing it away before she had jumped—and blood ran down her arm in long lines. Blisters had already been broken. She sighed as she looked the hand over. It would be a while before she could use it without making it worse without a healing, not that that would have stopped her.

“Go ahead,” she agreed after a long pause. The magic caused the hair on her neck to stand on end, but since this was a common enough occurrence she almost didn’t notice it.

When the Mithane moved away, she blinked and glanced at her hand. It was whole, unblemished, and smooth. Her ankle was likewise healed. “Thank you,” she murmured softly.

The Mithane stared at her. “I cannot decide if your time away did you harm or good. You are different from how you used to be, but not as different as I was told.”

“You spoke to Crilyne earlier?” she asked him softly.

“He has some reservations over your interactions with Nivaradros, and how much you changed during your time away.” The Mithane pressed his lips together tightly. “And you returned in time to see me overthrown by my own people. There was an undercurrent of turmoil in the air lately, but I thought it was based off of Nivaradros’s presence in Arriandie as opposed to something of this magnitude. I presume you have a theory of why it occurred?”

“I think I know what Midestol has been up to, yes,” she said quietly. “Despite the fact your attackers were Alantaions, Midestol’s power was backing a lot of their magic. There must be an alliance between them. Have you been in contact with Zyrhis recently?” she wanted to know. Of all the kingdoms, she couldn’t think of a safer place to stash the Mithane—provided Zyrhis wasn’t under attack himself.

“I have. He is remarkably different from his father,” the Mithane added softly, clearly surprised. “He has offered Tezérac supplies and aid if they require it. He had some minor difficulties in the beginning within his kingdom, but I believe they have all been handled and he has moved the kingdom out of their war city and back to Istuion.” He regarded her evenly. “You plan to take me there?”

“It is the safest place I can think of for the moment. Until I can narrow down who is not trying to kill you in Arriandri, I don’t want to have to be glued to your side. I suspect a couple people, but until I can see them head on and know for certain their magic is the magic I saw tangled with Midestol’s, I do not want to risk naming a possible ally as an enemy. You have enough of them right now as it is.”

Z stood and began to walk without concern. A path began to form beneath her feet as her mind made up where they were going, and the Mithane joined her without hesitation as she moved confidently in the direction that appeared to be going nowhere in particular. They walked in silence—the Mithane not bothering to tend to his minor wounds, and Z knowing better than to mention them—for several hours before Z raised her hand sharply in silence. The Mithane paused with ease, and Z closed her eyes to focus better on what she felt. She was starting to feel the pull of extreme exhaustion, and her hands shook slightly down by her sides as she forced herself to focus on the light touch on her senses. It was harder than it should have been, and it frustrated her greatly.

“The Islierre is nearby,” she murmured softly to the Mithane. “I believe he is attempting to find out who, or what, made this place.”

“Can he reach us?” the Mithane wanted to know.

“Due to my lack of training with this element? I presume so, but I will not say for certain one way or the other. I would be comfortable telling you; however, if he attempts to reach us it is highly unlikely I could block him. He has had millenniums to work on his control and mastery of the element few people believe exists; I have done this now twice, and not with any knowledge of what I am doing. If he wants to break through he will, or we could save him the hassle and make ourselves known.”

“I would rather not deal with him now.”

“I imagine he feels the same about you,” Z replied dryly. “It’s your call, but make it quickly.”


Chapter 4

The Islierre arrived with admirable coolness. His gaze barely moved over the Mithane, but it fixated on her and Z saw his lips curl up into a slightly friendly—but dangerous—smile.

“I see the rumors are true,” he murmured. “You have returned at long last. Well met, Zimliya,” he greeted formally. His eyes were a light copper color as they really examined her after his calm greeting, and she saw a brow rise in surprise. “I am unsure if I have ever seen you in this fine of form,” he remarked offhandedly. “Your time away seems to have returned you to us in better condition than I could have expected had you stayed here.”

Z managed a smile. “I had a lot of time to recover,” she agreed carefully. Her gaze went to the Mithane for a moment and she cringed; his eyes were raven black and made daggers look friendly.

“Indeed, it has been, I believe, eight months since your departure,” the Islierre breathed in his musical tone.

He approached her with ease, eyes taking in her shadowland while never leaving her face. She could tell he was faintly amused—and exasperated—by her world. It would never be up to his standards.

“You should let me train you,” he murmured as he stopped before her and raised a hand to touch her cheek.

It was a mirror image of what he had attempted one of the last times they had met, during the Alliance meeting she had called. She moved her face slightly to the right, but she still allowed him to make contact this time. His hand was neither warm nor cool, and it took her a minute to realize he had indeed managed to touch her.

“I am sure you have a reason for channeling the Dragon’s desire to decorate his form with a hilt?”

The immortal laughed softly, but he did remove his hand slowly. “I can sense a change in you,” he informed her carelessly. “I only wanted to see how much of one your time away had invoked.” His eyes softened to a color closer to pearl. “My offer to train you in this element still exists. You require very little training, mostly you lack will. As that is something I cannot give you, I will admit all I can offer you is the skill to get you where you could be. You will have to carry yourself there.”

“I’ll pass on that offer for now,” Z replied slowly. The immortal shrugged, but nodded, and didn’t push her further. “What brings you to walk your lands in the shadow?”

The Islierre didn’t reply for several minutes—long enough that Z honestly thought he was going to ignore the question entirely. But as his gaze strayed to the Mithane at long last, he raised a brow at the sign of previous injuries.

“I take it there is unrest in Arriandie?”

Z winced as the Mithane met the question with stony silence. “There is,” she said softly. She ignored the glare the Mithane sent her way and focused on the Islierre. “I take it there is unrest in your kingdom as well?”

The immortal’s eyes moved to their deepest orange. “Shalion is safe,” he assured her quietly. “He and I—as I am sure you recall—do not get along unless the situation demands it. He has control of the shadows though, and he is within his own realm there.”

It was as much of an answer as he would give her. Especially since she was with the Mithane. It was reassuring to hear Shalion was safe, as she couldn’t say the same for Shevieck. Still, she was worried about both Shalion and the Islierre. Their relationship had been strained since four centuries before she had been born, but it had only gotten worse following the Islierre’s attempts to kill her a few years back.

He hadn’t meant it to be personal. She hadn’t taken it personally. Shalion, however, had. In his mind, his father’s attack on her had been a direct reminder and threat towards him, as his mother’s death had been all those centuries before. Z had managed to patch the relationship to a point, but her nonchalant response to an attack that had almost been successful in Shalion’s mind had only enraged the young Ryelention further. The Islierre and Shalion were back on speaking terms—barely—but that was it.

“I’ll speak with him when I am able,” Z promised. “What kind of an attack is going on in Lyiastras?”

“My Guard conveniently disappeared before an attack on my Councilors and myself occurred. I warned Shalion and I felt him successfully create and enter a realm that was touching mine. I planned to meet with him, but I sensed someone else in the shadows and had to investigate. If I had known you had returned I wouldn’t have had to. You are the only other being I know—outside of myself and Shalion—that can create and hold a shadow world.”

Z frowned at his explanation of the attack. It was eerily close to the attack the Mithane had been subjected to in Arriandri. It solidified Midestol’s involvement within her mind. The two immortal races would not have planned similar assassination attempts on their rulers—on the same day—by themselves. Especially given the fact the two races had entirely different viewpoints on how to kill in general.

She doubted, unfortunately, that Shevieck had survived. He would have been outnumbered, out magicked—and his was lacking to begin with, or at least his control was—and likely caught unawares. It was a concern. Shevieck was the only child of the Mithane’s, and therefore Shevieck’s death could signal the start to an even larger civil war than what was already underway.

“I see Midestol has finally played his hand,” she murmured aloud as she watched the two ancient rulers sizing each other up as they all began to walk again.

She would intervene only if blood was about to be shed. Otherwise she was too busy trying to see the far-reaching effects of Midestol’s latest workings to be bothered with the verbal fencing the Alantaion and the Ryelention were getting into. At least until it involved her.

“I still think she should consider marrying Shalion,” the Islierre commented mildly in response to something the Mithane had said. Since Z hadn’t been paying all that much attention, his words came as a shock, and she blinked before dropping her thoughts at once to change to the conversation that was going on now.

“Uh, I believe that would be very, very unwise,” she said in a rush. “First and foremost being the fact that—in case it has slipped your mind—I am a human.”

“It is so very hard to forget that,” the Islierre teased. “Especially since you are the first to remind us of your mortal heritage.” His eyes were that lovely shade of pearl that Z both sought to see, and yet dreaded seeing at the same time. “Other than that unremarkable point, why else would a union between you and my son be unwise?”

“What about the fact that I traded forty years of my life to awaken the Shades on top of having a lifespan? Or should I point out that would put me in hot water with the Rangers? Or everyone else for that matter—including the majority of your people. I could also mention the fact that if I were to become involved in any form with your son I would be expected to have small beings, which—I am sure you recall—I despise with a passion. And a Halfling on the throne is probably ill advised. I should also mention the Dragon would undoubtedly take offense. Shall I go on?”

“Please do,” the Mithane said with a sly smile. He clearly enjoyed seeing her turn down the Islierre’s offer, but Z wasn’t going to let him off the hook.

“I would likewise say no to any offer you made on behalf of Shevieck,” she informed him curtly.

“I believe Shevieck knows where you stand already,” was the dry reply. “Your response to his offer years ago was quite firm and undeniable.”

Z winced at the memory and nodded slowly before glancing at the immortal who hadn’t spoken since she had offered him several points. “Islierre?” she called softly.

“I was speaking with Shalion,” the immortal replied gravely. “Your refusal stings, but he understands.” Z was certain Shalion hadn’t had a part in this at all, so she doubted his reply had been anything close to what his father was telling her. “He does, however, wish to inform you he is unlikely to be amused if you end up with the Dragon.”

“Nivaradros? Seriously?” Z felt her mouth fall open in shock. “I am unlikely to be amused if I end up stuck with the Dragon. That would only happen if I had a lot of alcohol, magic, and poison in my system—at the same time so I wasn’t able to think or speak coherently—and he was unconscious. Even then I would probably have to end up unconscious as well. I am fairly certain there are whole years Nivaradros still hates me.”

The Mithane raised a brow, but he said nothing. His non-response, however, sent up warnings on Z’s end. She knew he watched her future intently, and she would have bet her life that the Mithane had checked up on her future since she had returned. She decided not to ask him what he knew; she had a feeling she wouldn’t like the answer.

“The Dragon cares deeply for you,” the Mithane said finally. “Surely you saw signs of this today?”

He didn’t, thankfully, say when, but Z knew what he meant. Nivaradros had shielded her when the blast had gone off that had destroyed parts of the Arriandie—namely the staircase. He had also taken deep wounds she had never wanted to see him take on her behalf during the battle to save the world eight months ago, and she knew he would do it again if needed.

“Never mind,” she said after a long pause. She glanced at the Islierre though and grimaced. “We were heading to Zyrhis’s lands,” she began with care. To her surprise, the immortal nodded.

“I assumed as much,” he admitted. “The young King has had his hands full since he took the throne, but no one has managed to steal it from him yet. I am surprised, but I suppose I should not be. After all, Shalion has spent less time in your company than the young Syallibion, and he has shown me he will be a formidable opponent when he finally challenges me for the throne.”

Z grimaced at the reminder that in order for Shalion—and so many other heirs—to gain their thrones they would have to essentially kill their parents, and not get killed in return. Zyrhis had killed his father to protect her, but even that death had bothered her. She wished it wasn’t required—a death—for the throne to change hands, but when dealing with immortals there was no other way for the power to move between hands. Giving up the throne for their children wasn’t something immortals seemed to be able to comprehend, and their children either sought that power for themselves or sought change their parents would never deliver.

“Do you plan on coming with us or are you going to return to your shadow realm?” Z asked when she managed to squish the anger down enough that it didn’t appear readily in her tone.

“If it wouldn’t anger you too much, I would very much appreciate the ability to accompany you and the Mithane,” the Islierre answered with a small smile. His gaze cooled when it met the Mithane’s, but he returned his attention to her almost immediately. “I wish to speak with the new King, and I want to possibly arrange a place for Shalion to stay. While there is unrest in my kingdom I will stay in my shadow realm, but I do not wish the same upon my son; he is not yet used to holding his lands for so long.” His concern for Shalion was a small surprise, but not one Z wanted to comment on.

Z glanced at the Mithane—who had been largely ignored for most of this conversation—and was unsurprised to see his eyes were still black, and still harder than the steel Alantaions used to make their weapons.

“If you think it would be beneficial to follow then you may,” the Mithane replied curtly before Z could. “Though I don’t know what you hope to get out of Zyrhis. He doesn’t need an influx of immortals into his lands; he has enough of a problem protecting his back right now on his own.”

“My addition to you and Zimliya should not change things over much,” the Islierre countered. His eyes went to Z’s. “It is your call,” he offered quietly.

Z was startled by the words and irritated by the fact whatever she decided would not sit well with one of them. She glanced at the Islierre and suppressed a wince. He was also injured—badly too—and while he could hold his realm for some time in the shadows it would drain on his health.

“It is not my call,” she said slowly. “It is Zyrhis’s. You can accompany us until he says otherwise,” she decided at long last.

The Mithane’s eyes were ice when they met hers, but Z ignored them with ease. Pushing past the two immortals, she began to walk again, shoving the exhaustion that was trying to drag her down away. Her anger worked in her favor this time; her shadow world began to change to resemble something more realistic while she watched. Exhaling with relief, Z remembered her experience with the sub-world when she and Nivaradros had walked it and confidently followed the path that appeared before her.

“I am not entirely sure that is wise or advisable,” the Islierre remarked offhandedly. He took up a position on her right though, and he matched her steps with ease. His eyes moved over her form often, but it wasn’t uncomfortable, so she let it pass.

“Do you care to share why?” the Mithane demanded icily when Z didn’t press the Ryelention for more information.

The cold look he sent her way told her he considered her silence a grave oversight. She didn’t. If things were dangerous, the Islierre would either leave or inform her. She had learned a long time ago what was, and what was not, important when it came to verbal fencing with the Ryelention. He liked to bait her and she was certain that was all this was now.

The Islierre’s brow rose sharply, but he glanced at Z before his dark smile appeared. “She isn’t concerned,” he observed mildly. “Surely you shouldn’t be,” he added before Z felt the ground beneath her feet shift slightly. “Steady,” the Islierre murmured as he gently caught her upper arm.

Z managed to keep her hand away from the weapons on her person, but it was a near thing. She knew it was only because she had spent so long desensitizing herself in a way she had never been able to do here that allowed her to keep from even drawing her weapon on the Ryelention. She did, however, jerk her arm free the moment her balance was steady. Obviously she was more tired than she had suspected if her balance was impaired.

“Thanks,” she said ungratefully as she continued to walk.

The Islierre’s eyes were calm despite her tone. “You are most welcome,” he said easily as he watched her. “Are you going to hold a grudge now because I voiced what so many others are curious about—and thinking about—themselves?”

“If you are stupid enough to say it out loud then you should be able to accept the consequences. Honestly? Marriage? Have you lost your mind?” Z snapped before she exhaled with relief as she realized they would be able to leave this sub-world—and with luck this conversation—behind momentarily. “Go back to insulting the Mithane, I prefer that.”

“Touchy, touchy,” the Ryelention remarked with another dark smile. He did, however, drop the conversation again, but not even Z was optimistic enough to believe he was finished with it. She should have stayed gone. The very last thing she needed right now was this.

Trust the immortals to bring it up today. Their kingdoms were being attacked from the inside—and Z expected Midestol’s forces would follow soon after to finish off the kingdoms that he managed to weaken one by one—and they wanted to discuss the fact that she was single. There were whole months she didn’t understand them, and Z knew she understood them better than any other human living. She had undertaken the effort to learn, but in cases like this, she wondered why she had bothered.

Before the Islierre could respond, Z pulled them all out of the shadows—bringing Kyi’rinn up without even thinking to block two arrows that were instantly directed at them as they arrived on the steps leading to Istuion’s castle. Above them on the castle’s wall, archers stood and continued to fire even though she knew they could see who she was.

“Hold!” she yelled angrily. “We are here to speak with King Zyrhis! I call a Ranger’s truce!”

On the best of days such words worked, but on the worst of them—like today—Z fell back on old habits and training. Using Kyi’rinn as a shield—which was damned difficult—she blocked the rain of arrows from striking her or her companions until the Islierre raised a brow and surrounded them all with a shield made entirely out of shadow.

“Did you forget to use magic?” he wanted to know as he exchanged a bemused glance with the Mithane—the friendliest look the two had exchanged all day.

“Oh,” Z muttered darkly with annoyance. She had. “Where I was,” she began slowly, feeling her way through an explanation that was bound to be tricky, “they had mages, and then they had everyone else. I didn’t want to be one of the mages so I avoided magic. Habits die hard. Besides, my magic was different from their magic and I didn’t want to frighten them. At least not until it couldn’t be avoided.”

The Ryelention’s brow rose again, but to her surprise he didn’t comment further. Of course, at that moment the arrows that had been striking the shield he had created every other second ceased, and Z felt a familiar touch of magic tickle her senses before the ground around them became alive with flora. The Islierre’s expression went from faintly amused to vastly resigned in an instant.

“It looks like your heir-turned-ruler has finally arrived. How fortunate for us all.” His tone couldn’t get much drier, but the Islierre did lower his shield with care.

Z could tell he was slightly peeved about Zyrhis’s ability to break through his shield with his magic, but Z knew the Ryelention hadn’t called forth a very powerful shield when he had summoned the shadow. He should have expected Zyrhis to alert them to his arrival in such a well thought out way. Then again, the Islierre was an immortal; the strangest things offended them. She, on the other hand, was grateful for the arrival of the Syallibion.

A smile touched her lips when she finally spied him walking gracefully towards them. He was dressed different from what she was familiar with—robes had taken the place of his scouting clothes—and he carried an air of power around him that had never been there before, though she had known he had the potential to bring it to light. She didn’t like the changes, but it was something she knew she had to accept. Zyrhis was no longer the prince of his people. He was their ruler and the days where she could whisk him off at need were over.

His brown eyes lit up noticeably when he saw her. His irritated expression at the arrival of two fellow immortal rulers melted from his features faster than ice summoned on a blistering summer day. She could see he was aware of his surroundings and those nearby—and his alertness told her he had also seen trouble in his lands—but he was still acutely attentive to her presence. She braced herself for contact, but Zyrhis paused no less than two yards away from her and watched them in silence, waiting for the others who had accompanied her to speak first. When the silence stretched and grew decidedly awkward—for her, not the immortals—Zyrhis shook his head and sighed.

“I am pleased to see the rumors of your return were not speculative,” he spoke at last as he watched her. “You look well,” he added.

His tone had more distance than he had ever directed at her before though, and Z felt her heart sink. Would he turn them away? Did he blame her for everything that had happened surrounding Tenia, or worse, for everything that had happened in his kingdom?

“As do you,” she managed to reply quietly.

Her words caused him to step closer, and Z saw the effort it took him to pause in his motion. “What brings you to Istuion?” Zyrhis demanded as he stopped himself from approaching her again. “Especially to Istuion with the Islierre and the Mithane?”

Obviously Zyrhis had a problem with Islierre. Sighing inwardly at immortal squabbles that they seemed to feel were superior to mortal ones that were their mirror image, Z tried to find an answer she felt would not anger him while she searched for information. Exhaustion, however, left her deciding to choose the slightly more brusque path.

“I thought an old ally would be willing to discuss matters that could directly impinge upon the safety of his kingdom. Apparently, I thought wrong. No worries, King Zyrhis, we will go elsewhere.”

“Zimliya, hold,” Zyrhis ordered quickly as he took another step forward. His smaller size was now even more apparent as he grew closer to the two taller immortals; even she was taller than he was by several inches. “You do not need to withdraw from my lands. You are welcome. The Mithane is likewise welcome.” His eyes darkened dangerously though when they moved to the Islierre.

“But I am not,” the Islierre interjected with a smile. “Point taken. Zimliya, if you need me I—”

“You are not,” Zyrhis interrupted and agreed, “but because Zimliya has clearly accepted your presence I will overlook it enough to allow you access to Istuion. If you breach even the most minor of laws, however, you will be penalized to the highest level. I am certain you understand?”

“Completely,” the Ryelention remarked dryly. His eyes were a furious orange and he turned them upon Z, who was trying to suppress the cringe she could feel surfacing. “You did exceptionally well with this one,” he told her coolly.

“So glad he meets your approval,” she managed to drawl. “What’s with the archers, Zyrhis?” she then demanded of the Syallibion harshly. Her tone dropped several degrees on the word ‘archers’ and his name did not cause the chill to thaw. She also purposely dropped his title.

“There has been a small amount of difficulty in the realm lately. They are merely practicing their aim. Apparently,” Zyrhis added with a dark look up at his men. A look that caused most of them to shift their weight uncomfortably from one foot to the other. “You were seen as a threat. I apologize for that. It will not happen again—”

“If I become a threat I do hope it does,” Z countered stiffly.

“As you say,” Zyrhis agreed before glaring at the Ryelention for a moment. “You are not the only visitors to grace Istuion this day,” he added with care.

Z’s brow rose sharply. “Who else is here?” she wanted to know curtly, but before Zyrhis could speak, someone else entered the conversation.

“A Shade, an annoying and hopelessly incapable Alantaion heir, and myself,” a familiar voice inserted smoothly.

Z felt her heart stop in relief as Nivaradros appeared in the walkway behind Zyrhis. He didn’t even show his injuries—which made her instantly jealous—and he approached her with an air of smugness that would leave cats envious. There was not even a trace of his wounds in his step, and had their positions been reversed, she was certain she would have displayed something. His moment of arrogance grew when he held out a hand for her to accept and she moved easily to accept it. He pulled her close with a small smile appearing on his mortal-seeming features, and he didn’t hesitate to inspect her keenly for any hidden injuries.

“You brought Shevieck?” she asked him softly when he was satisfied she wasn’t wounded. She was beyond relieved and amazed he’d gone after the heir when they had split ways.

“I did,” he agreed with a small smile. “I did promise to look after him, and since you went after the Mithane it was clear you would not have time to rescue the Mithani as well. I considered it my duty to take up the slack,” he teased with calm green eyes.

Those eyes didn’t even brighten as they noticed the Ryelention. He offered the immortal a stiff nod, but it had an air of politeness that made his reaction to the Islierre’s presence seem positively friendly in comparison to the others Z had seen today.

“The Shade brought himself,” Nivaradros added. “He informed me you had taken the Mithane into the shadows. Due to your concern for his safety, I figured you would end up here.”

Z was surprised Nivaradros had correctly guessed where she would arrive. It was both impressive and concerning. She didn’t want to be that transparent. Still, it was a major step forward for the Dragon and she knew the latter was the more important.

“Your skills with mortals are forever improving,” she teased cautiously.

She glanced at Zyrhis and saw the Syallibion’s expression was pinched, and his eyes were furious. Like all the other immortals—no matter how well they hid it—he did not approve of or like her relationship with the Dragon. He had tolerated it up to this point, but it was clear her easy acceptance of contact from Nivaradros when she wouldn’t accept the same from him was a sore spot. She wondered if anyone would accept her friendship with the Warlord without feeling that flash of jealousy she didn’t understand.

Since he had known she had given Nivaradros the title of ‘friend’ before she had left, Z didn’t understand what the problem was. Surely he had gotten used to the idea while she had been away. Her time away from everyone here though had taught her a few things. Zyrhis was apparently jealous that Nivaradros—the Dragon who had nearly killed her—could touch her without fear. She should have expected the jealousy, but she hadn’t considered the consequences of her actions.

Granted she still would attack the Dragon—still had attacked him—when he startled her, but Nivaradros no longer had to worry about losing the chance of her trusting him unless he did something terrible. Zyrhis and the others did. She hated the insight having lived somewhere else had given her. Closing her eyes briefly, she exhaled sharply and then gently pulled away from the Dragon.

“Zyrhis,” she called quietly. The Syallibion’s eyes went from deadly to guarded in an instant and Z cringed inwardly. “If you mention—at all—any interest in me forming a lasting relationship with anyone that does not include the term ‘friend,’ I will kill you.”

A smile appeared for a second before it vanished. “I take it you have been the target of the same thing I have been subjected to for the past several months. Am I to assume you made a decision on a husband?”

She chuckled darkly. “Have you chosen a wife?”

“Your point,” Zyrhis responded easily. He had spent a fair amount of time among the Rangers, and that particular phrase had become one of his favorites. His solemn expression returned seconds later though. “The Dragon and you seem to be getting along rather well since your return. Shevieck claims you tried to kill him when he came to greet you upon your return.”

“He attempted to hug me,” Z told him shortly.

“That would be his fault then,” Zyrhis chuckled. His stance relaxed at long last. And he offered her his hand slowly. She accepted it without pausing, and she felt Zyrhis tense in astonishment before he pulled her closer to his side.

“What has been happening in your realm since I left?” she asked softly. “The Dragon can see that the Islierre and the Mithane do not cause trouble,” she added when Zyrhis’s gaze went to the two elder rulers standing on the steps leading to his palace.

Or what was the Syallibion version of steps. While their Keep was made from stone, Istuion was not. It was made out of and part of one of the last ancient trees of its kind. With their inborn magic with anything remotely flora-like, the immortal race had taken the twelve-million-year-old tree and turned it into a castle, stairs included, without harming the tree at all.

Zyrhis grimaced at her words but nodded slowly and he pulled her hand lightly in a silent request for her to follow. She did and she did not retrieve her hand. She had an idea of how tonight would end up, and therefore she steadied herself for the inevitable. They reached the main hall and Z was surprised when Zyrhis led her through a servant passage rather than through the normal halls. She raised a brow at him when he glanced back at her, but it wasn’t until a good fifteen minutes later that Zyrhis exited the passage with her on his heels.

“I apologize for this,” he told her quietly as he finally released her hand. She glanced around the room quickly—recognizing it at once—and was relieved to see strong protection and attack spells in place. “But Nivaradros had time to warn me you were acting different from your normal before you arrived. I thought being hounded by my advisors would possibly tax your patience—if you have any left following your travel with those two companions—to the breaking point.”

Z smiled warmly. “You have no idea how much I appreciate that,” she informed him with an inward sigh of relief. “Now what is going on?” she pressed.

“My advisors are on my side—or as much on my side as can be expected—but there are others, and they are many, who have risen up in challenge of my ascension to power. According to the majority I have spoken with while they have made their attempts, my assassination of my father in the manner I was forced to take displayed a level of weakness the kingdom cannot afford to show or have. Or that is what they claim. I believe however—”

“They disapprove of your relationship with me and have therefore decided this is the surest way to sever ties between the Rangers and the Syallibions,” Z finished with a roll of her eyes. “They do realize doing that would surrender their fate into their own hands when Midestol comes calling, right?”

“You would think,” Zyrhis sighed. “But clearly that is not the case. I am sorry, Z. You’ve walked straight back into a grove of viresitas, and you are still recovering from the event that drove you away to begin with.” He held up a brown hand before she could speak. “I am not an idiot, Zimliya,” he told her in a stern tone.

“Yes, Midestol attacked you. Yes, you were wounded, but you had planned to leave long before that. He was just the excuse you needed to flee.” She remained silent this time since his assumption was correct. “Nivaradros asked me to place you here for the night since you are unpopular with many of my people,” he added quietly. “You should be able to withhold your magic if a struggle occurs—the room’s power should be enough. This is your room now. No matter when or why you decide to use it. You may therefore deny the Dragon entry. You may even deny me the same.”

Brown eyes held hers. “And because I know you are worrying over this far too much; I will be fine.” Z wanted to be reassured, but his tone was off, his stance was tense, and when he spoke again Z felt the ground fly up to hit her. “But the next time you call for an Alliance gathering, Istuion will capitulate to your command.”


Chapter 5

She stared at him in absolute astonishment. For a second, she considered running him through with Kyi’rinn, but the thought passed quickly as her mind worked through the words carefully. She forced herself to think on what Zyrhis had said instead of just hearing his words and giving in to the horror that had overtaken her. Closing her eyes as she exhaled, she stepped back and held up a hand to keep him where he was. She was far too tempted to kill him, and she knew it was out of shock more than anything. Falling victim to her emotions at a time like this would not help her.

“Explain your reasoning,” she finally managed to say curtly.

Zyrhis winced at her tone, but he did take a seat in the chair furthest from her, which told her he was worried how she would respond. It was one of the many chairs that had been coaxed out of the trunk of the tree with magic and, as most of the room’s furniture had also been shaped from the tree, Z noticed a distinct lack of items to throw, and she found herself desperately seeking something to throw.

“Tell me of the agreements Istuion has with Arriandri,” he requested after a lengthy silence, startling her with his chosen words.

Frowning, she recited the treaties that had shaped the current relationship between the Alantaions and the Syallibions. When she finished he asked her to detail the trade rights between Istuion and the Ryelentions. And then the treaties between his people and every other kingdom—absenting only Midestol’s connections—whether they referred to trade, arms, or just a truce. When she finished answering his final query, Zyrhis steepled his fingers before watching her intently enough that Z’s desire to kill him disappeared entirely.

“I have sixteen advisors,” he told her at last. “Not a single one of them knows the specifics of any treaty. They are immortal—they do not forget—and they have no idea what we have or have not promised any other kingdom or race without looking the documents up because they never bothered to find out what was promised. They were not in power when those documents were made. You do. You know every single agreement between every single kingdom, even if the treaties were made millenniums ago. And, unlike my advisors, you will not try to get out of any part of it.” She opened her mouth to speak and Zyrhis raised a hand to swat away her words.

“I need that knowledge,” he explained coolly. “And I need it on my side. You walked away from your rightful place as Tezérac’s ruler so I am commandeering you to be my kingdom’s instead. You have the power to do this. You merely lack the drive, the confidence, and the desire. I need your help, Zimliya. Please, Zimliya,” he added when she tried to speak again. “If I stay in power I will be forced to choose a Consort, and you know there is no one I can trust among the choices I have.”

He was right. Curse him to the hells and past, Z knew Zyrhis could not choose from his choices. It would lead to war in the best case, or his demise in the worst. And, yet, if he did not choose, the results could still be the same, and she would lose the tentative hold she had gained in Istuion. He had successfully backed her into a corner. If she took command of Istuion she gained Zyrhis a few years—possibly—of breathing room. She’d also have him back to being second in power, which would grant her the ability to borrow him again. Still, she hated him for what he was attempting to do. No doubt the other rulers would be highly amused with her situation—until they realized that they would have to deal with her when it came to dealing with the Syallibions.

“You learned your lessons well,” she admitted coldly at long last as she seated herself as far from him as she could get. “You’ve become ruthless.”

She rolled her shoulders to get some of the stiffness her anger had caused out and then froze as she realized she had been ignoring something important. She hadn’t been well since Nivaradros had shielded her from the attack, but she had assumed her exhaustion, the light shake in her muscles, the shortness of breath, and her occasional misstep had been from a missed injury despite the Mithane’s brief healing. But her weaknesses were growing, and Z feared the price for awakening the Shades was striking her. Not now, please not now. But she knew, even as she tried to think of another cause behind her condition, that it was the only possibility.

“I’ll agree to this,” she said at long last. “I don’t like it, but I will agree to it. I don’t know if it will buy you much time, if any. Zyrhis, I could die at any time.” And she knew as she said those words that it wasn’t an unknown time. It was now, and she could not tell him.

“That is a risk I must take,” the Syallibion replied gravely. “Thank you, Z,” he whispered after a slight pause. “I am sorry to have to force you into this.”

She closed her eyes and shook her head. “Don’t do it again,” she growled in a low tone. “I consider this a betrayal, and I happen to hold off on using the term ‘friend’ because of it.”

It took a long time for Zyrhis to realize what she had implied. His eyes widened slightly at their edges. “Z—” he began brokenly then.

“If you run into the Mithane on your way out, please send him this way,” was her formal and icy reply.

Only when he was gone did Z stand again and begin to pace the room angrily. It kept her mind from her darker concerns, and it allowed her to have the semblance of strength. By the time the Mithane arrived and the doors to her rooms opened, she was exhausted and sweating enough that her shirt clung uncomfortably to her skin. Glancing up at him as he arrived, she tried to manage a smile, but judging by the instant shift of brown to black in the Mithane’s eyes, it hadn’t been convincing.

“How is the Islierre settling in?” she wanted to know. It had been a good three hours since she had left the two with Nivaradros. Long pauses in conversations with immortals tended to make time vanish in a dizzying sort of way.

“Fine, I presume. We are on opposite ends of the castle—on opposite floors,” the Mithane said with a vicious smile. “I believe we are not trusted if we are not more than a thousand feet apart. Shevieck is well,” he added before she could ask. He fell silent then and stared at her with his healer’s gaze, evaluating what he saw. “How long?” he wanted to know.

“Since I pulled us into the shadow world of my creation,” she replied quietly. It was true—she simply hadn’t been paying enough attention to the warning signs until it had been too late. “It just recently fully flared up.”

“Do you feel any pain?”

She raised a brow. “Seriously? You’re going to ask me that? No, I do not,” she answered when he raised a brow in return.

“That may be more of a blessing than you know,” the Mithane informed her as he closed the distance between them until he was two feet from her. “Ask,” he whispered.

“How long can you keep it at bay?”

“A couple of months if we are incredibly lucky,” was the very grim and soft reply. “But, Zimliya, you cannot get even so much as a scratch or I will not be able to help.” He watched her weaken. “And now is not a time I can ask you to abstain from any and all events where you risk an injury.” He moved forward suddenly and touched her shoulder lightly before taking a step back. “Did you know when you came back?” he wanted to know.

“No,” she admitted truthfully. “Or else I would have just stayed. I wouldn’t have come back just to …” she let her words trail off. “Will Nivaradros be able to tell?”

“It depends on how bad you become,” the Mithane said slowly as he watched her.

Nodding once stiffly, Z went to move across the room. She didn’t even make it two steps. Her legs suddenly buckled, and if the Mithane hadn’t caught her she knew she would have been caught by the floor.

“Bad enough?” she whispered as the Mithane cradled her protectively in his arms and she found herself lacking any energy to fight back.

“I’m not going to let you die without a fight,” the Mithane replied evenly as he carried her through the rooms she hadn’t yet entered until he could place her on the bed. “Not after everything you’ve been through.”

“Not to mention you may need my aid to gain your kingdom back?” she asked slyly before she struggled to draw her breath in again.

“That would be nice, but that is a minor concern. I could call upon your Rangers, I am sure, if I needed to.” The Mithane’s eyes were solid black with worry and he gently reached out to touch her chest. She could tell he was concentrating, but when his eyes closed and he removed his hand, she realized the Mithane was unable to aid her.

“I knew what I offered when I woke them,” she reminded him softly when he refused to meet her gaze. “This is not your fault.” She tried to lighten the mood and forced a smile on her face. “And I told you not to grow attached.”

The Mithane’s expression shifted from neutral for a second as his eyes gained more black, before he smoothed out his features. It told her much; he wasn’t happy with her attempt for humor. “The Dragon is likely to kill me for not foreseeing this, but I didn’t think you were returning, and I haven’t checked your futures since you got back. Z, he is not going to handle this well.” Despite her current condition, she wondered when the Mithane had viewed her futures and found some link between her and Nivaradros if it hadn’t been since her return.

She inhaled with effort again—thankful she couldn’t feel the pain she knew must accompany the effort—before nodding. “I know,” she whispered. “I’ll try to talk with him, but not tonight.”

“You might be gone by morning. This is moving quickly through your system,” the Mithane countered quietly. “I can speak with him, but I would prefer to explain things before you expire.”

Z chuckled weakly, but flinched when the person of interest in their conversation was announced by the doors. As it was loud and in the Syallibion tongue, Z assumed the Mithane didn’t know what was said, but her reaction seemed to give it away.

“I can’t,” she told him softly. “Not now.”

Something akin to sympathy touched the Mithane’s eyes. “Alright,” he assured her as she struggled to stay awake. “I will tell him to go away for tonight.” He left her alone then, and she let out a sigh of relief.

Nivaradros, she knew, would never forgive her. He would possibly slip back into his Warlord demeanor, but there was nothing she could do to prevent or change it. Zyrhis, however, was an unknown. She had no idea how he would handle things. Those two were the foremost of her concern. The Rangers would understand, the Shades would accept it, and the rest would just have to cope.

She could dimly hear Nivaradros’s voice raise in anger at the Mithane’s words, but when she tried to move to even just get out of the bed she found it was impossible. She was tired, and she couldn’t even lift her head.

“Damn it to hells,” she whispered before closing her eyes. She wouldn’t be alive by morning, but she couldn’t prevent the inevitable either. Anger burned at the back of her mind, but not even that was enough to keep her alert. She lost the struggle to stay awake mere seconds later—the sounds of the Mithane and the Dragon’s argument fading into nothing. Waking in the morning, she knew, was not an option.

Yet wake in the morning she did. Coughing brought her out of what she assumed had been a pretty damn deep sleep, and her eyes flew open as she gasped for air. When she gave in to the fact she would never be able to fill her lungs, and her vision cleared enough for her to see someone had stayed beside her all night, she met the eyes of the Mithane. The Mithane’s color was ashen, and she could visibly see the strain the night—and the power he had used to keep her alive—had left upon him. His eyes were mostly black, but they moved slowly to brown as he continued to hold her gaze.

“Good morning, Young One,” he greeted her with a thin smile. “You gave me quite the challenge,” he added tiredly. “I thought I had lost you several times during the night, but you pulled through. The Dragon will be here shortly—I am glad you’re awake—so I would suggest you allow me to assist you into some semblance of a seated position.”

Z grimaced but managed a nod. It barely qualified as one, and a mortal wouldn’t have caught it, but Alantaion eyes—well immortal eyes—were keen. The Mithane gently helped her sit up against a thick stack of pillows he had gotten from somewhere. Once she was settled as best as she could be, the Mithane squeezed her right hand lightly and then moved away.

“I can sense the Dragon’s approach. He is highly vexed with my refusal to allow him to accompany me into your quarters last night, and he likely knows I didn’t leave. I will try to defuse his anger as best I can, but I do not know how successful I will be.” His eyes shaded to black after he finished speaking, and he quickly left the room.

Exhaustion clung to her worse than an ancient tree could cling to the side of a mountain. It broke through her defenses the way roots would break through stone, and when it was added to her growing weaknesses Z knew she couldn’t fight any of it off for long. Closing her eyes was a bad idea, but she did it anyways. Straining to hear what was going on outside the bedroom, she stiffened slightly when she heard the Mithane speak.

“Nivaradros,” the Alantaion ruler—ousted ruler—said quietly as she heard the far door open. “We must speak.”

Silence. Such a silence occurred at his words that Z desperately wanted to be in the same room as the two. It was sharp, painful, and cutting. She felt its reach even where she was now, and she wondered if it had wounded the Mithane. The length of time grew for a span she could not guess at, but finally Nivaradros spoke, and his tone was more wounding than any action or any blade could ever have been.

“Is she still alive?” the Dragon asked bleakly.

This pause was shorter, but Z still marked it. This conversation gave her something to focus on. Something to hold on to and it allowed the Mithane’s absence to occur without her death. “Barely,” the Mithane answered at long last. “I did—I have done—everything I could, Nivaradros. Nothing works, and I only managed to keep her heart beating and her lungs working at a level that sustained her. She is too weak to move, and I can do nothing more.”

She heard Nivaradros’s hiss of anger. “I want to see her,” he demanded, but his demand was shorn of every emotion except something she wished she could have been spared hearing: grief. “Did you know this was coming?”

“No. I would have warned you. She did not know as well. We all knew there would be no warning, but following the demise of Tenia I had hoped—” She wanted to know what he had hoped, but the Mithane dropped the thread of the conversation, and when he spoke again he began with another. “Come, Nivaradros. She is alive and she is conscious, but I cannot tell you how long she will remain either.”

She didn’t hear them approach, but it didn’t matter. Nivaradros passed through the open double doors first and then stopped. His eyes were a green she didn’t know, and he kept his distance. It surprised her, but she could tell he feared the wrong shift of his weight would tip the scales that were evenly balanced between being alive and not. His jawline was tight with suppressed anger, but he didn’t speak, and he didn’t accuse her of anything with his eyes or his stance.

For her part, Z knew she had no energy left to speak, and so she could only watch him in return. She could neither lift a hand nor twitch a leg. She barely held on to the world. The Mithane returned to her side after Nivaradros remembered to clear the doorway. The Dragon’s mood had implied personal suicide to anyone who startled him, and the Mithane had always been good at reading people.

“What do you see in her as a healer?” the Dragon wanted to know in a hushed tone as he stood—frozen—in his chosen spot while his eyes continued to hold hers.

“Her blood is, in a sense, poisoned. Nothing I heal withstands the repair work I have placed upon it for long before it is back in the same condition I just pulled it out of. Her heart hasn’t succumbed completely yet, but I cannot heal it at all, Nivaradros, and it is not because of her defenses. She pulled them for me. Whatever is killing her as part of her bargain for awakening the Shades is untouchable by my magic.”

Nivaradros’s eyes closed briefly before he spun on the spot and smashed his human appearing hand hard enough against the ancient walls of the room that Z was certain anyone else would have shattered every bone from the fingers to their collarbone. Nivaradros, however, appeared unscratched by his display of rage; the Dragon’s knuckles didn’t even bleed. His jawline tightened again as he looked at her once more, and she could feel the room’s temperature rising sharply.

“What can I help with?” he inquired curtly.

“I am not certain anything further can be done,” the Mithane confessed unhappily. “I am sorry, Nivaradros, I wish I had answers that made for better hearing.”

The Dragon didn’t immediately respond. His gaze was directed at her, but Z could tell he was seeing something beyond her. When his gaze returned to her in full, she knew he had returned from his thoughts.

“It is not your fault,” he said slowly as though every word were being painfully torn from his lips.

“Is it not?” the Mithane wanted to know bitterly. “Pulling me into the shadows, the strain just fighting to keep me alive, the attacks upon her in my kingdom—any one of them, or all of them, could have triggered this prematurely.”

“As could have my constant pushes against her comfort zone,” the Dragon countered. “This is not the result of any of our actions. She made a deal before she met us. It is being collected now.” Nivaradros finally closed the distance between them. Gently picking up her hand, the Dragon turned it over as if his touch could kill her. “You look so weak,” he murmured uneasily. “You looked—I will be blunt—better when you were dead.”

She managed a smile. She couldn’t resist. His tone was just dry enough and the circumstance was just dire enough that his words registered as amusing. Smiling, apparently, took too much effort. Exhaling shortly since her inhales were still far too shallow, she closed her eyes again. The Dragon moved while they were closed. She felt him lift her with care, and she heard the Mithane’s sharp inhalation of protest.

“I will not have her die in a room that is locked in the heart of an ancient tree that only a Syallibion,” and at the last word a sneer entered his tone, “could feel at home in. If you can do nothing more for her—truly—you will allow me to take her away.”

It was amazing what could be heard in a silence. Z, even dying, knew the Mithane agreed with the Dragon to a point, but refused to give on this matter. She expected him to protest or offer up an argument to keep her contained in a room that reminded her of a prison because there was nothing within her ability to achieve. To her surprise, the Mithane’s lack of words began to lose its violent feel, and after at least fifteen minutes the Alantaion finally spoke.

“Tell no one,” he ordered the Dragon curtly. “And make sure I do not see you for at least a century. Shevieck can take care of himself.”

“As you command,” Nivaradros replied sarcastically before Z felt the world move as he began to walk. “Ungrateful little pointed-ear tidbit,” the Dragon added in a snarl once the sound of his footsteps changed enough to alert Z to the fact they were outside her temporary rooms. “As if I would tell anyone. You don’t need to be the target of everyone’s anger.”

She was glad she couldn’t comment. Letting the air she managed to grab circulate through her lungs, Z didn’t even try to guess where they were as the Dragon’s stride increased. The sudden whoosh that sounded before wind battered her face told her the Dragon had managed to get outside, but what did he plan to do with her now?

The answer shocked her to her core. She heard hooves approaching, but it wasn’t until Nivaradros spoke that she understood. “Do not let her fall,” the Dragon ordered softly. “I would carry her, but if I take to the skies she would be seen and questions would arise. Follow me and with luck we will retreat from these lands without anyone being the wiser. I know you know how to avoid being seen by the sentries; use that talent to its fullest. No one can know she is gone.”

She heard a familiar snort, and a moment later Nivaradros placed her on the back of Shanii in such a way that the stallion would easily be able to keep her aboard his back. The silky smooth coat of Shanii was comforting enough that she relaxed instantly against him.

“Be cautious with her,” the Dragon added. “I trust you to take care of her—everyone else would call this a foolish venture and risk—and I need you to. In return, I will offer you aid in some future event if you so desire.”

Shanii’s answer was short, but pleased with the offer, and Z was reminded again that the stallion seemed to both approve of and like Nivaradros, something he didn’t award to any of her other acquaintances. One day—and she laughed at the thought—she wanted to know why that was. She considered asking Shanii now since they could speak, with ease, entirely mentally, but she chose to pass. With what she knew about the Dragon she almost didn’t want to know what Shanii saw in him. Worst case it would cause her emotional pain—the only type of pain she was privy to—at best it would cause her anger. Neither was useful.

The stallion turned on his haunch and took off at a gallop that would keep her hidden from any who saw them, but Z knew from experience Shanii would let no one see them to begin with. At the most someone would find tracks, but those alone would prove nothing; Shanii traveled where he wished whenever he desired, and often it was without her upon his back. She made every effort to stay alive. Nivaradros had called, or possibly argued with, Shanii to get him to take her somewhere. She wanted to know where and why.

Time was hard to gauge as Shanii galloped, but when he fluidly changed directions and leads she realized he was indeed following the Dragon somewhere. She almost didn’t believe the two had grown this close—though close was the wrong word. Shanii lengthened his stride again and Z felt the wind start to pull her from his back. The stallion, however, was astute and sidestepped at the gallop to re-center her seat before she could fall. She struggled to stay awake, but in the end the flawless motion and her ever-present exhaustion pulled her into a sleep she could only hope she woke from.

“Does she live?”

Nivaradros’s voice woke her suddenly and Z was shocked to find Shanii was no longer moving. She heard the stallion’s irritated and cutting reply to the question, but Nivaradros apparently didn’t mind the answer as she didn’t hear him reply. Instead Shanii moved to follow him—she assumed since opening her eyes seemed like a waste of time now—and she could feel him picking his way through rugged terrain despite the fact she didn’t feel the difficulty the ground offered in his movements. It was simply the small pauses that alerted her to the fact the stallion was being extra careful.

Eventually it even became clear why he was being careful; her position on his back tilted forward. He was going down either a mountain or a very, very steep hill. With her luck, she assumed it was the former and she wondered where they were. A light touch every so often alerted her to the Dragon’s presence; the light touch told him she was still alive. The desire to open her eyes again lost to the desire to conserve energy she didn’t have to begin with. Coughing as the dust irritated her already strained lungs, she waited to get some indication of their location. The answer, when it finally came, didn’t really help.

“I thought I told you I didn’t want to see you in these lands for at least two human centuries,” a very cold and furious voice snapped suddenly in front of them. At least she thought the voice came from in front of them.

“It’s been three,” was Nivaradros’s collected, but dry reply. “Believe I would not be here if it were a matter I could take to anyone else. I am well aware of how unwelcome I am here, despite other parts of our past.”

“You brought company,” the speaker sighed. “It is unusual for anyone to survive more than two minutes in your company—especially since this one seems to be human. What do you want, Warlord?”

“I require your aid,” Nivaradros informed the stranger Z could not see. “The human is dying. I need to prevent or delay her death for as long as possible. I took her to the Alantaion Mithane, but he could do nothing more than give her enough time to come here.”

There was an icy silence. “So he knows you came here?” the voice demanded harshly of the Dragon. Z was surprised Nivaradros was keeping his temper under wraps, but it was clear from what she was hearing that the Dragon had come here before, and it had been centuries ago when the mildness he had shown for the past year hadn’t existed. As both the unknown stranger and the Dragon were still alive, she could only guess that Nivaradros had learned to be on the receiving end of the temper from whomever he was speaking to.

“He does not,” Nivaradros said smoothly. “He believes I took her somewhere to die. I just did not confirm or deny his belief.”

Some of the coldness began to thaw. “Who is she?”

“Zimliya de la Nepioa,” the Dragon answered softly. “And she is a friend of mine.”

“I am not even going to ask how that’s working out for you,” the figured sighed. Z heard his approach and tried to stir in surprise. The sound of approach was horse-like; he approached with hoofbeats. “She is a Ranger?”

“She is,” Nivaradros confirmed. “You know of her?”

“No, I do not, but then again the Rangers were supposed to have died out over a millennium ago. I am heartened to learn otherwise. I know the title ‘de la Nepioa’ though, and if my knowledge is not outdated she would be only the second to carry that title.”

“You are correct,” the Dragon assured whomever he was speaking to; whomever he had brought her to. “And as such she is crucial to our chances of defeating Midestol’s forces should he once again come out of his lands to attempt to take what is not his.” He hesitated for a moment, and Z could almost feel him weigh his words before he spoke again. “She has accomplished much. She is not like most mortals, and she is nothing like most humans. The Alliance has been reestablished on her word alone, and all of those within it respect her; their heirs are loyal to her and now, each other.”

“Impressive. Perhaps I should pay greater attention to the world’s movements if such events are going on and such beings exist. She is in horrible shape, Nivaradros. What happened?”

“She awoke the eight Shades of Yvsina,” Nivaradros explained patiently.

“She woke—Alone?” the voice demanded sharply.

“It was not one of her best decisions,” the Dragon concurred. “But we did need them when we destroyed Tenia.”

“Destroyed—Never mind, I do not want to know.” Nivaradros’s acquaintance sighed. “Forty years,” he breathed. “That is a lot of years for the shortest lived of the mortal races to offer up. I will make you no promise, Nivaradros. She is nearly gone, but I will try to aid you. The price, however, will be triple. Triple the price of the highest dealing. This will cost a great deal of magic on my end; I mean for you to match it in your own fashion.”

“Done,” Nivaradros agreed without pause. “Where do you want me to move her?”

“Somewhere that does not have Shanii nearby. I recognize him. Does he serve you or her?”

“Neither, but Z—Zimliya—is his rider. She has been his rider for over a decade. They work well together.”

“I see. And you?”

“He has yet to try to kill me,” Nivaradros responded wryly. Z felt him lift her from the stallion’s back and she was once again reminded that the Dragon always felt warmer than she considered normal.

“He must have not been subjected to your presence for any length of time,” was the stranger’s jesting reply. The last of the chill had left his tone, and Z almost detected a touch of camaraderie in the unknown being’s voice. It made this whole thing surreal. Just who was this being Nivaradros had brought her to?

The Dragon carried her with ease and seemed to know where he was going enough that Z left her mind drift. “Is here good enough?” he asked suddenly, startling her back into attentiveness.

“As good as any place. I make you no promises, Nivaradros,” the speaker repeated quickly. “But I will try to help. I would like to meet this Ranger friend of yours. You are known to dislike mortals, and I confess I have a curiosity in the young human who claims an almost unclaimed title among the Rangers.”


Chapter 6

She awoke to the feel of lips on her forehead. Lips that reminded her of Shanii’s, though they were not, and they nibbled absently on her hair briefly before Z reacted. Bringing up her hands without thought, she grabbed the object she could sense as she rolled to the side and out of the way—realizing at once that her ability to move should not have been possible. Releasing the horn her hands had grabbed as her eyes opened, Z stared at the silhouette illuminated by the brush of light that was escaping over the horizon. Her mind quickly registered what she was seeing, but she had a hard time believing it. The being before her was supposed to be extinct.

“I take it she grabbed your horn?” Nivaradros sighed as he appeared over the peak of a hill to her right. He was staring at her hands so her eyes were drawn there was well. Blood and blisters covered them and Z winced slightly as she braced herself for an argument or an accusation from the Dragon.

“Your words of caution were clearly something I should have heeded,” the being—the unicorn—remarked in amusement. “She does have some impressive reflexes.” Shaking his head and neck the unicorn approached with care. “Greetings, Zimliya, or perhaps I should say proper greetings.” His silver eyes seemed to dance with amusement. “Nivaradros has told me a great deal about you.”

“If it is at all flattering, he’s lying,” Z said tiredly as she unfolded from the crouched position she had taken and examined the being before her with attention to detail.

He was tall—taller than Shanii at over seventeen hands—and his coat was a black that shone with a hint of blue it was so pure. His horn extended a good three feet off the middle of his forehead and his rich forelock split evenly in the center to seemingly encase it. There was not a scar on his hide, and his coat promised a sleekness and velvet-like feel that could rival Shanii’s. His hooves were not the cloven hooves of his distant cousin—the smaller, goat-like Lryisa—but resembled a horse’s instead. His eyes, however, were a soft silver, and their color provided instant comfort and peace.

She could sense his magic. His power was unmistakable, but it didn’t cause hers to bridle, and she managed to keep her mouth from falling open. This was a being—an immortal—that was supposed to have fallen extinct years prior, before the Rangers had been attacked by Tenia and nearly disappeared completely themselves. Tenia, unsurprisingly, had also been the reason behind the disappearance of both the being before her, and their lesser cousins. She wondered how many of his kind still remained, and how many Lryisas—if any—had likewise survived Tenia’s hunting.

Realization struck her soundly then; the individual before her was part of a race renowned for their healing powers. Nivaradros had apparently known this particular one for some time. Long enough that a tentative friendship had sprung up between the two, and long enough for the Dragon to have sought out his help both in the past, and again now that she had been running out of time. She was curious, then, of the history between the two, but she doubted she would discover what it was. She didn’t want to ask.

A part of her was willing to acknowledge that Nivaradros had possibly fought to protect the race when the Tenians had decided to brand them as talking animals and slaughtered them for their magic. It was not a pleasant thought, and Z quickly forced it from her mind. Getting it to leave her thoughts was easier than she expected, but the being began to speak again, and she focused on his words.

“With what I know about you now, I highly doubt that.” Striding forward easily the unicorn—correctly called a Kryhista—lowered his head to examine her burned hands. “I would advise you to not grab my horn again,” he told her with a small smile. As he was decidedly equine, his smile should have been hard to distinguish, but it wasn’t, and she found him entirely unthreatening. Since even Nivaradros was still a threat to her over-zealous radar she was surprised, and slightly pleased by her reaction to the Kryhista. “May I repair the damage my horn inflicted on your poor hands—do you really not feel that?”

Z cringed but offered out her hands. “Didn’t the Dragon explain it to you?” she wanted to know as she glanced over her shoulder at Nivaradros.

“He did,” the immortal being confirmed. “But I found it rather hard to comprehend. I will not doubt him again. He seems to know you quite well, and it is clear you two work well together.” Silver eyes held hers when she brought her attention back to him. “That is not what I need to speak with you about though, young Zimliya. Walk with me if you would; we need to discuss the events that brought you here to begin with.”

Nivaradros inhaled sharply and moved to follow, but the unicorn—the Kryhista—swung his black head around to face the Dragon and his black horn began to glow a soft blue color. Nivaradros instantly froze, but Z could hear his teeth grinding from where she stood.

“Dyslentio, I wish to follow,” the Dragon growled.

“I will not harm her, Nivaradros, but what I speak to her is for her ears alone. For now. She may choose to inform you of what she feels safe disclosing afterwards, but in case she wishes to withhold some information from you, I need you to remain here.”

Nivaradros’s gaze was murderous, but he nodded curtly and remained where he was. His eyes were blazing with anger, but Z could tell he would respect Dyslentio’s request and it made her curious. She had never seen the Dragon back down from anyone this quickly—not even Veilantras—and she wondered again how such a relationship between the Dragon and the Kryhista could have begun, much less continued to exist. Seeing her pause at his anger, Nivaradros managed a tired and yet amused smile.

“He will not harm you,” he assured her. “I am content—enough—to wait.”

Nodding slowly, Z moved to follow the Kryhista and she let him lead her some distance away from the Dragon. It was about a twenty minute hike, and little of it was flat. By the time Dyslentio paused, Z’s clothing was drenched in sweat, and she was breathing slightly fast, neither of which pleased her. She moved to sit on a large rock that was half submerged beneath the earth it rested upon and then she waited for the immortal whose race was supposed to be extinct to speak.

He watched her—the sun rising behind him and causing his shadow black coat to gleam with power—with interest and a faint amount of surprise. “You are something,” he said at long last when she made no move to speak.

He walked forward with ease and gently extended his muzzle towards her. She offered him her hand slowly in response and he touched the burns his horn had caused. She watched as the wounds shrank and then healed completely on her one hand before she slowly offered him her other one. This one he healed as well, but when he was finished he reached out with care and nuzzled her side. When she made no move to attack him, Dyslentio chuckled and took a step back while shaking his head and neck.

“You truly are worthy of the Dragon. I am uncertain as to whether or not he is worthy of you.”

“He is,” Z answered quietly before she realized what she was saying. “He’s always had my back, and he’s always managed to curb his habits when we’re working together.”

The Kryhista chuckled softly again, and his silver eyes relaxed. “Your answer pleases me,” he admitted. “I have known Nivaradros for some time, but you are the first mortal—the first anything—he has brought here—granted there is more than one reason for that. The remaining members of my kind and I prefer no one knows of us. Nivaradros and one other of a different race are the only beings who knew we still live. Yet in this case, I believe the knowledge of my existence is well entrusted with you. The Rangers were thought to be extinct as well, but here you are, and what the Dragon told me is clearly true.”

Shaking his head—which scattered his long mane over both sides of his neck—Dyslentio judged her as he spoke again. “I saw and learned much about you when I made the effort to heal you where I could. Your injuries required a higher level of power than I usually have to call upon. The healing was therefore intrusive. Does that threaten you?”

Z managed a tired smile. “Even if it did I would not threaten you. You and your kind have done much for this world and I honor that. Besides,” she added quietly. “Many people know what you do about me—and they learned of it from words I, myself, spoke. How can I deny you what I gave others? Especially following the gift you have granted me by healing me.”

“Your manners are exquisite,” Dyslentio remarked with an air of surprise. “Even for a Ranger they are surprising.” He continued to watch her, judging her further, before speaking again. “Who will you tell of my existence?”

“No one who you do not wish to know of it; I am a Ranger after all,” Z replied with a thin smile.

“A Ranger of some merit judging by your title,” Dyslentio murmured as he suddenly bent and laid himself down in the deep rich grass beneath him. “Sit,” he said with a touch of an order in his tone. “I must explain to you how things will progress if you wish to remain alive for some months.”

On that sobering reminder of why she had been brought here, Z moved from her rock to the deep, damp grass the Kryhista was lying on, and brought her knees up to her chest. She opened her mouth to speak, but the Kryhista shook his head once and she fell silent. Instead he stared off into the distance for a time and Z concentrated on getting the feel of the land while running words through her mind in case she ever got a chance to speak. The land here was ancient—of course, their world was—but it had been untouched by anything other than the creatures that grazed or hunted upon it. It was as though she had stepped back to seven millenniums ago, and she truly enjoyed the feel of her surroundings while she waited for Dyslentio to speak.

It took time, but like any other immortal Z had ever met, she found Dyslentio would not be rushed. Since she needed the information he offered she remained silent until he was ready to speak.

“This is not a fix,” he began sternly.

“I am aware of it,” she replied evenly, sensing his need for a reply. “I am not looking for a cure. I knew what I was offering when I awakened the Shades. I did not even ask for this, Nivaradros is behind it completely. I will, however, pay you myself for your services.”

There was a dry chuckle from the Kryhista. “I don’t think you can afford it,” he warned as he regarded her with interest.

“Try me,” was her cool reply.

Dyslentio chuckled again, but he did answer and Z stared at him in astonishment. “I said you would be unable to afford it,” the being pointed out smugly.

“I plan to pay it!” Z snapped. “I will pay in portals; you accept that, do you not?”

“You must have done a lot of favors if you have enough to pay me with magic,” the Kryhista remarked softly.

“I make portals,” Z told him shortly. Her eyes closed with exhaustion suddenly, and she grimaced as a wave of dizziness followed. When she opened her eyes, she found Dyslentio mere inches from her.

“You need to stay calm,” the Kryhista said quietly. “You are still very, very weak and you have the chance to slip into death at any moment. I can only offer you so much aid. You will also need to come back here often for healings if you intend to survive longer than a few weeks. With what Nivaradros told me I should expect you to come for as long as we can cheat your fate.”

Z managed a bitter smile. “The world still has its wars,” she agreed. “And I need to protect those I can for as long as I am able. How lessened can I expect to be?”

Dyslentio’s pause told her he was surprised. “You are extraordinary,” he breathed at long last before mouthing at the grass underneath his muzzle for a moment. “Of all the questions you could ask—of all the things you could say—you ask solid, important ones, you offer to take on the debt Nivaradros has already agreed to pay, and you seek to protect those you care for, but do not trust. I see why the Dragon likes you. You are not the typical human, even for a Ranger.”

His silver eyes flickered with unease. “You will be lessened, but as I have never seen you fight, nor do I know your general abilities, I cannot give you an honest answer. Nivaradros says you are tough—what I have seen so far both while I was healing what I could, and how you handle things now confirms this—but each person responds to events in their own manner, and I have never attempted to heal someone who was slated for death by a Shade awakening price.”

“What did Nivaradros tell you?” she asked with care. She wasn’t big on enlightening many on her particular qualities, but most of them had been leaked over the years, and Z also knew Dyslentio needed to know much to make an accurate guess on how often she would have to return to him. If he truly meant to let her return.

“Simply that you are the only human who is worth her weight in magic, that you have managed to reform the Alliance—with everyone included minus the no longer present Tenia and my race—that you have kept Midestol’s forces at bay since you were eight. Also, you distrust and dislike contact of any kind and beings you don’t know, although you tolerate immortals faster than mortals. You’re loyal, hardworking, and damn near impossible to beat on the battlefield. You will risk yourself constantly to keep others safe, but you do not make the common mortal mistake of putting your life out there if the wiser thing to do is to stay out of the event taking place. He also said you are powerful. Powerful enough to be the world’s greatest threat, but honorable enough to not be. He told me to trust you,” the Kryhista finished as he slowly took another bite of grass. “Would you say his description is accurate?”

“No,” Z replied evenly.

“No?”

“He gives me far too much credit,” she whispered before closing her eyes again.

“Ah, he also mentioned you were modest,” Dyslentio added thoughtfully. She felt his muzzle before he lipped her hand lightly. When she opened her eyes, he read them keenly. “You feel you need to explain something to me,” the being mused softly. “Do so. I will not judge you.”

“It is not judgment I fear,” Z began slowly, “but your possible fear of me.”

She explained her talents or—as she saw them—her particularly disastrous add-ons in depth. To her surprise, the Kryhista didn’t seem overly concerned—though a couple of times he was clearly impressed—and he didn’t interrupt or challenge her words at all. He accepted them at face value. Only when she finally fell silent and closed her eyes as a spasm of weakness struck her did he move.

“Relax,” he whispered in a voice that could have come from the wind.

She sensed his intentions and forced herself to remain still as his power surrounded her and seemed to pour into all of her as it swelled. It was a sign of how close to death she was currently walking. With his healing powers, he would only have to do something so drastic if she was almost beyond—or possibly beyond—saving.

She felt the magic swirl through her system, but it wasn’t a pleasant experience. She wanted to attack Dyslentio. Fighting to keep from harming him, she struggled to both stay conscious yet passive and the effort exhausted her more than she knew was wise.

“Dyslentio,” she warned when she felt she wouldn’t be able to hold off from attacking him.

She felt his magic slowly still and release her, and she opened her eyes slowly to meet the silver ones that were faintly amused. “No pain?” he asked at once.

“No, but your power is unlike anything I have yet had to deal with, and it’s causing my own magic to spiral dangerously inside. I have control, but you were testing it to the max. Apparently it was best when I was too weak to fight back.”

The Kryhista snorted softly and moved forward to brace her as she tried to stand. “Easy,” he almost cooed kindly. “It takes a little while for you to feel the effects and when you stress yourself, it reverses some of the healing I have done.” He continued to support her until she decided to sit down again. Only when he was certain she was settled did he move away. “Rest,” he advised. “There are few ways into this valley, and they are heavily guarded. Nivaradros is also here, and he will let nothing happen to you.”

“Nor will Shanii,” Z murmured as she took the ancient immortal’s advice.

Her sleep was broken, fretful, and basically useless. She awoke only when someone grabbed her forearms and drew her tight against their chest. With where she was, her mind thankfully assumed it was Nivaradros, and Z opened her eyes without drawing a weapon to find the Dragon’s neon eyes watching the Kryhista angrily.

“You should have called me sooner!” Nivaradros hissed. “I have been trying to keep her from falling so deep into her sleep when the result could be this.” Z felt the Dragon lower her back to the ground, and as he did she felt him relax. What he did next astonished her; he apologized to Dyslentio.

“It is alright, Nivaradros,” the Kryhista assured him softly. “I am used to worse from you. And you are correct, I should have called you sooner.” He approached and nuzzled Z’s shoulder. She reached up to stroke his nose and smiled at the feel of it. It was as soft as she had suspected it would be. “My apologies, Zimliya,” he added gravely.

She shook her head. “It is not your fault,” she told him firmly. “I have several annoying quirks. This is just the most recent one to appear.” She glanced at Nivaradros briefly, then her gaze strayed back to Dyslentio. On the third run between them the Kryhista chuckled and nuzzled her arm again.

“I have known Nivaradros since before he was the Warlord,” Dyslentio explained without her asking—verbally asking anyways. “We were both adventurous in our youth, and he was not so opposed to the other races.”

“Other than those only mortal?” Z asked dryly. She couldn’t see Nivaradros ever not being irritated by her race and the others he could so easily kill.

Dyslentio laughed openly but nodded. “Well your kind is hard to tolerate at times, but if there are any others like you I would be pleased to make their acquaintance. As for the Dragon, I wouldn’t put it past him to have traveled safely with others from the other short lived races.”

“There are no others like her. I will admit several of the Rangers are bearable,” Nivaradros conceded darkly. He did not, however, confirm or deny travel with any of the other mortal races. He settled on the ground beside her and waited until the Kryhista was likewise settled before speaking again. “How much do I owe you?” he wanted to know as he glanced over at her before turning his gaze to the figure he was addressing.

She could see a hint of worry still in his eyes whenever they turned to her and it made her feel even worse. Her eventual demise was unavoidable, and she worried how Nivaradros would handle it. So far, he wasn’t accepting it and she feared her death would change him into something more dangerous than he had been as the Warlord.

“Nothing,” Dyslentio told him firmly. Seeing Nivaradros’s mouth open to protest, the Kryhista stood for a moment and pawed the ground irritably. “Zimliya and I already worked it out. She wants to pay for her own treatment, Nivaradros, and I accepted her offer.” Since they hadn’t truly worked it out it was a bit of a lie, but Z decided not to mention the terms hadn’t been finalized. Dyslentio, however, seemed to decide it was time for Nivaradros to leave. “Zimliya and I have a few more things to discuss now that she is conscious again. Please go entertain Shanii; we’re not friends.”

Nivaradros tensed for a moment and his hands curled into fists. Eyes shading to a dangerous neon color, he growled before he stood slowly. “He doesn’t like me either,” the Dragon said tightly, but Nivaradros did turn and walk away after a few minutes of a very tense standoff between the two.

Only when he was gone did Z stand slowly as well. Exhaling with relief she hadn’t witnessed a fight between the two she was struck by a sudden question, and she spoke before she realized she had.

“Have you two ever fought?”

Dyslentio chuckled at the question, but shook his head. His easy amusement was something she was not accustomed to from immortals, and she found she liked it. Dyslentio’s mane rolled from one side of his neck to the other and back before he held her eyes with his. “No, we have not. Argued, yes, but Nivaradros has always managed to keep from attacking me. If he had attacked me, my demise would have been unavoidable. I have some defense with my horn, but not enough against a Dragon, and I am certain you know how little we have against humans.”

At the reminder that Tenia had slaughtered thousands of the gentle healing race, Z flinched and lowered her gaze to the ground. “Sorry,” she told him softly.

“Don’t be. It gave us the chance to find this valley and to vanish from sight. Besides, Nivaradros was a staunch ally when we fell under attack and, as he was the Warlord at the time, he was not considered safe for even Veilantras to be around. He was a lone flyer and fighter at that point, and he shunned all contact with other races. I did not expect a response from him when I finally decided to request his aid. But he came,” Dyslentio said quietly as he looked past her and into the distance as if he was seeing that past once more.

“He came and he protected those of us who remain now, and he was wounded severely in the battle. It told us all he was not as far gone as rumored. He scouted the lands for something untouched and unclaimed,” he added as his gaze returned to her. “He found this place, killed those who lived here. It is not how we would have gone about it, but we did need the land and we were in no shape no protest or fight if danger struck, so we agreed with his actions then. He did set up trade with one immortal who lives in self-exile from his kind. If you were wondering what I do with what I demand Nivaradros pays me; I use it for trading. Gold is worthless to a point, but immortals take it to deal with mortals, so it does have a use. Otherwise we trade magic for magic—that is much more useful.”

Z nodded slowly in agreement and then closed her eyes and reached out to her surroundings at the reminder that she owed the Kryhista portals in return for his work. A portal didn’t need a containment—even one being stored—but unless the person using it was as adept at making portals as she was, they would be unable to activate it unless she stored it in a gem or stone. Without a physical form, portals were only visible to those could also create or shift them.

Regardless, it took a lot of energy. While she normally reacted to the creation of multiple portals, Z felt herself stagger when she finished today. Dyslentio’s back was suddenly there to lean on, but Z forced herself to stand instantly, not wanting to turn the ancient Kryhista into something as lessened as a riding mount. It was probably a bad decision. Ending up on the ground, Z placed her head in her hands and breathed slowly for several minutes while she struggled to stay conscious and alive.

“Focus on me, Zimliya,” she heard Dyslentio say from somewhere close by. “Focus on me and relax. I cannot help you if you do not relax.”

She made the attempt and felt her muscles begin to shake as a response. The Kryhista swore in a language she realized was his own as she understood it, yet knew she had never before heard it, and she felt him suddenly behind her. Realizing this meant he had laid down and intended her to lean against him, Z felt any chance she had at relaxing flee and Dyslentio gently pushed her back with his head as his neck suddenly wrapped around the front of her stomach.

“You’re alright,” he assured her as he nuzzled the side of her face. “This is where your recovery—what I could offer you—becomes difficult. This is not a fix after all, just a temporary extension on the deal you struck with magic to awaken the Shades, and there are limitations. Magic, apparently, will be hard for you when you decided to try to create—How many did you create?”

Z felt the tremors running through her body and hissed with annoyance. “A couple hundred,” she managed to reply before pressing her lips together so she wouldn’t bite off her tongue during one of her worst moments.

“A couple … I would consider not doing so much magic at once. I never would have considered that possible, or even thought you would make the attempt. You do not owe me that much, Zimliya. Why in the world would you attempt to make so many?”

“Because—” She closed her mouth for several minutes until she could speak safely again. “I will probably be coming often, and I meant what I said earlier. I will not allow Nivaradros to pay. If I grow weaker—if this doesn’t work—I won’t be able to create portals later on.”

“You are astonishing, and very, very confusing,” Dyslentio told her as he continued to support her. “You will recover from this soon, but I will speak of my time with the Dragon to make the time pass possibly quicker.” She felt him shift his weight easily behind her. “What would you like to know?” he asked suddenly. He surprised her, but it gave her something to focus on besides the results of her magic.

“How did you two meet originally?” she wanted to know.

“Ah, that,” Dyslentio breathed before laughing softly. His sides expanded and contracted rapidly with the movement and Z took comfort in his laugh. She decided then she truly cherished it. “Well, that is an interesting story,” he admitted. “And it happened while we were both too young to be considered adults. The Rangers, of course, did not exist then, although the Tenians had already made themselves hated by most others and the general belief of most here—and we were fewer races than we are now—was that humans were a waste of space and design. Often I still believe that is the case.” His voice was so soothing and even that she felt her whole body relax into it.

“I was outside our lands—without permission—because I had gotten into an argument with my mentor at the time. I thought her belief that we needed to stay hidden in our small meadow was foolish and limiting. I sought to see more of the world as my parents had, and I wanted to see where our ancestors had lived. So, when she was distracted healing one of the younger yearling colts who had tripped in a ground squirrel burrow, I took off. I had been tracking the movements of our sentries for weeks so it was a small effort to sneak around them without being seen leaving. My tracks were of little concern to me at that time; I assumed they would not follow even if they saw them. I made it out without any trouble.”

His bulk shifted behind her. “Your tremors are settling, but I believe it will be some time before they disappear completely.” He nuzzled the side of her head gently and continued. “But I ran into trouble soon after. A Tenian hunter thought I was dark-touched because of my color, and he began to hunt me. We have very little protection against far reaching weapons and he was armed with a bow. At that time, I did not know how to use my defensive magic at all, so I ran. Nivaradros,” and here she heard a hint of amusement touch the Kryhista’s tone, “happened to be flying overhead when I cleared the forest I had managed to reach. I hadn’t shaken my pursuer—he was mounted on a horse that I assume was one of Shanii’s kind—and I was running out of time. Nivaradros ended the threat,” Dyslentio continued. “He flew over the attacking human and snatched him from the saddle of his horse just as an arrow struck my side.”

Z tried to picture this in her mind as her tremors lessened enough that it was possible. “How large was he back then?” she wanted to know.

“About the size of myself now. He was very young,” Dyslentio replied as he once again nuzzled her. She could tell it brought him a small amount of comfort—how or why she did not know—and so she let it pass. “When the human was dead, he landed and came to my side. It took some work to get the arrow out, but Nivaradros has never been fond of his lesser form—your arrival here is the first time I have seen him in it—and with neither of us having hands, it was slightly difficult to retrieve the arrow from my side without losing the head.”

“It is enough of a challenge with hands,” Z agreed as she finally opened her eyes. It was the smallest of twitches now—her shakes—and it allowed her to relax at long last against the velvet coat of the Kryhista in the warmth of the sun.

“Very true,” the Kryhista agreed. “But during the time we spent trying to pull the arrow out Nivaradros and I became something akin to friends—friends in the immortal sense—and since we had both ditched our mentors in an attempt to gain a small amount of freedom, we found a willing co-conspirator in each other.”

He shook his head and neck again. “We ended up deciding to meet on a daily basis for a time and we began to travel. Eventually we chose to forgo our lessons and our mentors for a few weeks and took off without anyone knowing we were leaving—Oh, did I get in trouble for that. Nivaradros was easy-going with immortals at that time. It wasn’t until he became his half-adult self to the Dragons that he turned into the Warlord. Something the Dragons did caused him to change.”

Z wanted more information on Nivaradros, but while Dyslentio did speak more about some of their travels and meetings together over the years, he did not go into any great depth on Nivaradros’s past. She wasn’t surprised—she was a stranger to the Kryhista and Nivaradros was clearly someone he cared about—but she did wish he would have been more forward with her regarding the Dragon’s past. She knew a lot of it after all, and it hadn’t turned her away from Nivaradros yet.

“Zimliya?” Dyslentio called suddenly. She blinked and nodded slowly.

“Sorry I got distracted,” she told him softly.

His smile had no malice in it, but she could tell he was still highly amused. “Your condition has improved,” he pointed out quietly. “You’re good for him,” he added suddenly as he watched her. “He’s closer to what he was when I first met him, but better possibly, and he is much more laid back and patient with those simply mortal. He also said he was guarding the Alantaion’s Mithani?”

“That was his offer,” Z said as she shook her head. “It surprised me. Shevieck is not the easiest to get along with, and neither is Nivaradros. The Mithane, however, seems to trust him with Shevieck, even though Nivaradros is the reason Shevieck is the only heir.”

“The Mithane trusts you,” Dyslentio countered as he watched her. “And I have a few things I wish to discuss regarding that with you. If you don’t mind, that is.”


Chapter 7

By the time Z headed back up to see Nivaradros, night had arrived, passed, and was already on its way back. She was exhausted—having triggered a couple more episodes of spasms—and she wanted nothing more than to make it up to the Dragon without collapsing on the ground again. She loathed being forced to give into the seizures that too much of anything seemed to bring on. She had rested recently, but as she climbed Z could feel the start of an incident beginning and she forced herself to rest. She had tried to push through this several times; so far it only prolonged the time she spent on the ground.

When she thought the fit had passed, she stood again and began to climb. Dyslentio had tested her throughout the time they had spoken so they knew exactly what would set her condition off. It was depressing, and very, very limiting, but Z figured she had to be grateful to be alive. Still, she just didn’t see how she could help anyone. Lost in her thoughts, Z forgot to rest as she climbed.

Feeling the onset of an episode, she managed to find a flatter place to stand on before she ended up on the ground convulsing. There were whole weeks she was grateful for the lack of pain, and this was one of them. She had no idea how long this attack was, but as she struggled to defeat it, overpower it, or end it she felt a familiar presence arrive.

“Z,” the Dragon whispered as she felt his hands gently, but firmly, hold her down. “You’re alright,” Nivaradros said soothingly as he kept her from thrashing as much as he could. “This will pass,” he added as he continued to just keep her from doing further harm to herself. Only when her tremors and thrashing finally began to show signs of quitting did he release his hold on her.

Z sat up several minutes later when she trusted herself to not slide back into another episode, and she closed her eyes with relief when nothing happened. She had small shakes—almost shivers—from the residue of the attack, but she was so used to them that they felt almost normal to her now.

“You should have just let me die,” she whispered—wanting there to be heat in her tone but noticing at once there wasn’t even an edge present.

To her surprise, the Dragon didn’t respond at all. Instead he merely waited until she stood once more and stayed on her feet. She knew she was pale, and her clothes were drenched with sweat. Any health she had recovered during her time away was gone now. Her unavoidable death and these attacks ate away at what strength she had managed to gain before her return. Taking a couple unsteady steps, Z managed to make it a few feet up the steep embankment before Nivaradros scooped her up and held her close while continuing to take the path she had been aiming for.

“Don’t,” he ordered softly. “Don’t tell me this was a mistake. You are still alive. We will make this work.”

His words angered her. “How?” she demanded coldly, and she squirmed until he set her down. “I can’t fight. I can’t do anything that pushes me at all. I can’t use magic, and I can barely stand for long periods of time. And, according to Dyslentio—whom I like by the way—it’s going to get worse. How is this worth it?”

“Because it gives me time to find a cure,” the Dragon growled angrily. “I have not waited patiently for eight months guarding that pathetic Alantaion brat only to lose you less than two weeks after your return. I will not have it.” But even in her fury, Z knew Nivaradros’s words weren’t entirely true—he liked Shevieck, she knew he did, but she also understood the point he was trying to make. Not that she agreed with his point. Eventually the Dragon needed to let her die.

“But torturing me is alright instead?” Z wanted to know as she felt the onset of yet another seizure approaching. Shuddering as she paused, she waited for it to hit only to sag in relief when it never arrived.

“You can overcome this,” the Dragon countered irritably.

“Seriously?” she snarled at him before making it to his side, striking him across the face, and then collapsing as another attack stole everything from her and she once again was subjected to the seizures she couldn’t control.

The Dragon, however, once again showed he wasn’t the same as he had been when she had first met him, and so many years after she had first met him. Holding her tightly, but carefully once again, he waited for the spell to pass and he said nothing at all to her when it did. Instead he simply picked her up and carried her until they reached what had to have been Nivaradros’s waiting point while she and Dyslentio had tried to find a way around her seizures. Putting her down gently, Nivaradros covered her with a blanket and then moved out of sight while Shanii came to check on her.

“I’m fine,” she told the stallion softly. “Just angry.”

And she was. She was furious. This wasn’t a broken bone—or even broken bones—and it wasn’t a wound that bled out. Those could be ignored and pushed past. Falling to the ground with her whole body convulsing, on the other hand, was something she couldn’t ignore, and everything seemed to set it off; too much emotion, too much exercise—which meant no fighting—and even too much magic could cause her to have a seizure. She didn’t see a way out of this that allowed her to fight alongside or for those she needed to, and without that Z didn’t feel like Nivaradros had a reason to have brought her here.

Shanii nuzzled her shoulder and lipped lightly at her hair before he walked off and settled into a watchful position as Nivaradros returned. “We can find a way,” the Dragon told her curtly. “There has to be one,” he added coldly when she glared at him. “Are you going to give up already?”

There were whole years she wanted to strangle immortals. She wasn’t sure any of them ever had to deal with seizures; if they did they clearly forgot about them soon after. “I cannot do anything,” she hissed through clenched teeth before her—it had to be at least her one hundredth by now—latest seizure struck.

Again, the Dragon did her the courtesy of not continuing the argument while she was indisposed, and he kept her from injuring herself further. When it faded into shakes though, and he was finally able to release her, Nivaradros closed his eyes with a growl. “I will not kill you,” he told her firmly. “There has to be a way around this. Let us see if it gets better before you decide to off yourself.”

Arguing wasn’t something she could do unless she wanted to end up convulsing on the ground again, so she just nodded and closed her eyes as exhaustion set in. “We’ll talk about it in the morning,” she told him curtly.

“Agreed,” Nivaradros responded quickly. “I shall speak with Dyslentio while you rest to see if he has any ideas on what would lessen your convulsions or aid your recovery.”

“He doesn’t,” Z told him bitterly.

“That you would be willing to consider, yes,” Nivaradros agreed. “I, however, would walk a dark path or two to keep you alive.”

The urge to debate the intelligence of that sentence faded as she slipped into a fitful and restless sleep. Twice she awoke thinking she was having a seizure in her sleep, and each time Shanii’s softly communicated reassurances lulled her back into sleep. She felt Nivaradros return some time before dawn struck, but he didn’t so much as touch her, and she sensed he was keeping his distance. It was, she knew, his way of trying to keep her in sleep as long as possible. She knew he cared—hells, she cared for him as well—but the lengths he went to now to protect, aid, or save her worried her. She had always known what Nivaradros could get from an arrangement with her, but now she was really questioning what he was after; if he was just after her power.

Of course, that question fled when he suddenly reached down and grabbed her arm firmly—instinct took over. This meant right after she managed to attack him though she ended up on the ground flopping like a fish out of water, but she did manage to slide a dagger into the Dragon’s chest before her spasms claimed her, so it wasn’t a total loss. Nivaradros was irritatingly smug when she glanced up at him several minutes later when her display of loss of control subsided.

“Don’t. Do. That,” she spat at him as he helped her to her feet.

“I don’t make promises I can’t keep,” the Dragon replied mimicking her tone with a cruel sneer. “Besides, you did manage to get me,” he drawled, using mortal slang. Since ‘get’ wasn’t a typical Ranger word—it was used in what had been the lower levels of Tenia—she was surprised he’d picked it up. Then again, he was a Dragon and she knew she had used it on occasion before so perhaps he was just continuing to be an ass by using it.

“So I did, but if it was a battle I would either have to be lucky enough that your wound was fatal and lucky enough that you didn’t have buddies, or I would be dead shortly after. I’m not much of a threat on the ground having a fit of convulsions.”

“We will work on that,” Nivaradros repeated patiently. “Zimliya,” he added sternly. “Do not give up just yet. Try this for a few weeks.”

She wanted to hit him. Still, if he was right and she could work through this … Glaring at him while she considered, Z ended up pushing herself off the floor. “Alright,” she agreed tiredly. “Let’s get to work then.” He gave her a strange look and she sighed. “You’re going to be my training partner,” she informed him curtly. “This is your idea remember. When I end up on the floor convulsing though I am going to be mentally saying ‘I told you so’ over and over again since speaking it aloud probably would only result in me biting off my tongue.”

Nivaradros’s brow rose, but he inclined his head in agreement before launching himself at her in an attack. She managed to block the strike from his arm, counter his kick, and land a hit of her own before she ended up on the ground in the worst seizure she had ever been subjected to so far. Seven minutes later Z managed to recover enough to get to her knees, but Nivaradros decided to step in and help. Picking her up again he began to carry her to magic knew where and Z was too physically exhausted to fight him or argue.

“Don’t make the assumption I am giving up on this,” Nivaradros warned her coolly as he walked.

“I would never assume you were giving up on this,” Z muttered darkly. “That would be something I wanted you to do, therefore it will never happen.”

“Oh hush,” Nivaradros chided. “I have accomplished many things you wanted me to in the past. It is likely it will happen again in the future.”

“Not that likely,” Z growled as he continued to carry her. “Where in the hells are you taking me this time?” she wanted to know. “As your last solution was to bring me here, I am not inclined to allow you to drag me somewhere else.”

“And yet,” Nivaradros drawled with a sardonic smile, “I don’t think you have much of a choice in the matter. Shame.”

And she wanted to hit him. Again. There were times she wondered how they had ever become friends, or allies, or hells, even been able to be in the same thousand miles. She trusted him with her life, but she was starting not to trust him with the more important thing at this point: her death. Mortality to the immortals she knew seemed to be a silent challenge when it came to her. Mortality in general wasn’t worth their concern, but, in her case, it had become a silent challenge of Them verses Them—whoever they termed the second ‘them’ to be.

“Where are we going?” she hissed after another fifteen minutes had passed. She still had the slightest of shakes going on, so the idea of struggling was less appealing than she liked.

“I thought you might like to see the Kryhistian herd,” Nivaradros said softly as he finished climbing another grass covered hill. “Dyslentio was supposed to warn them we were coming. Well done, by the way, on how you handled him. He seems to have decided he likes you, and he is almost as opposed to your race as I am.”

“Humans are pretty much universally hated,” Z pointed out, not really impressed. She sat up in the Dragon’s arms though and began to watch her surroundings with interest. “Even in other worlds—if they have made it there—they are generally the lowest of the low. We’re good at angering people.”

Nivaradros chuckled softly. “Perhaps,” he agreed mildly. “But you are also very good at breaking down those set entirely against your race.” As that just applied just to her, and not to her race, Z didn’t comment. Pressing her lips together with annoyance she glanced around them until she saw what had to be the outskirts of the Kryhistian herd: small gatherings of five to six Kryhistians grazing side by side in a meadow that seemed to go on forever.

She could sense the herd the closer Nivaradros brought her to them and she struggled to make the attempt to sit up straighter. Apparently it wasn’t something she was permitted to do, as a seizure struck again. She felt the Dragon hurriedly lower her to the ground and she felt him holding her as steady as he could. He shouted for someone—she assumed Dyslentio—and she had no idea if that someone arrived or not; she lost consciousness before they arrived.

“How could you do this to someone, Dyslentio!” someone shrieked from above her when she awoke. “Of all the fly-bitten schemes you could have possibly come up with how could you have come up with this one? Dragonlord or no you should have known better than to say yes! This is torture! You are killing that human more slowly and painfully than someone who has studied and practiced the dark arts ever could. Was that your goal? Have you lost your mind?!”

The voice was annoying. Annoying and high pitched. Z grimaced and tried to free herself from whatever was holding her, but the more she struggled against her bonds the tighter of a hold her restraints seemed to take. Anger was generally a friend here, but Z really didn’t want to have another episode—or worse, lose consciousness—so she forced her anger back and away. But the annoying speaker continued to talk, and Z began to struggle again.

“You certainly shouldn’t have listened to the Warlord. Honestly, Nivaradros. Do you have idea what you have done to the human? Do you have a clue? She is in agony, and everything Dyslentio has done has made her worse.”

“Her death is inadvisable at this time,” Nivaradros replied gravely. Z felt his hand touch her shoulder and squeeze it reassuringly.

“Her death is unavoidable, Nivaradros! She is a mortal.”

“Believe that I know this,” the Dragon growled.

“Do you? Because this born on the grass plot implies the opposite.” Z assumed ‘born on the grass’ was a racial saying of some kind. Having never heard it, she could only assume it was a negative based on the sentences surrounding it. “You are doing her no favors—” the voice continued, and Z had finally had enough.

“Believe me when I say this is not the stupidest thing I have ever done,” she said weakly. “To be honest, it’s not even in the top fifteen. Nivaradros can probably only name the bottom five of that list, not even the top ten.” She wanted to open her eyes—she even considered it—but the idea of finding out who was attached to that very annoying voice seemed overwhelming.

“There are whole human years I reconsider having met her,” Nivaradros agreed in a tone that sounded heavily exhausted. The Dragon picked her up suddenly and Z clutched at his arm in surprise. “I brought her here to see if you could offer her any aid at all. If you cannot, or will not, I will take her elsewhere. I believe your constant yelling is only going to make her condition worse.”

“The girl should already have died!” the unknown speaker repeated forcefully. “What did you plan to accomplish with your stunt?”

“Obviously not her death,” Nivaradros replied cuttingly before shifting her in his arms. “Look, if you are going to continue to yell, I will take Z somewhere else. She is already fragile and yes, this was a foolish idea, but it was the only one I had to keep her alive.”

Z felt him begin to walk away and she struggled slightly in his arms. “Hush,” he ordered curtly as he increased his speed. “I thought the three centuries since I was here would have given her either time to die or time to forget every little death your race caused her, but apparently not. This was a waste of time.”

The Dragon’s stride was long, so it wasn’t a huge surprise to hear hoofbeats approaching at an extended trot. “Nivaradros! Wait!” that annoyingly shrill voice demanded.

“No,” was Nivaradros’s icy reply. “You have made your opinion and decision clear; I will not bother you or your kind any longer.”

“Warlord, if you intend for her to survive more than a couple of nights you will cease your game and listen!”

That caught the Dragon’s attention. Nivaradros paused where he was and exhaled fire—Z felt it pass over her—before turning. “Alright,” he agreed in a neutral tone. “Enlighten me.”

“Her seizures are causing constant and immense internal damage. It’s not visible enough for you to detect, but I can.”

“Then fix it.”

There was a wave of irritation that could be felt and with her answer came the air of a teacher who has explained the same thing twelve times and was still being asked to repeat it. “I cannot.”

“Then we are leaving.”

“Why are Dragons so stubborn?!” the stranger snarled. The anger made her voice slightly more tolerable, and Z considered opening her eyes until she spoke again. “I can do nothing, but you, Warlord, can. Dragon blood is restorative, no?”

Z desperately hoped Nivaradros did not react the way he had when the Mithane had needed his help to heal her arm. Her wish was half granted; he was worse. Between his roaring, the fire that occasionally passed by her head, and the shift in his figure—all of which she could tell without opening her eyes—Z was marginally surprised the stranger that had been imprudent enough to suggest Nivaradros possibly harm her in any way was still alive.

Of course, it still baffled her that Nivaradros had done a complete turn-around in that respect when it came to her. He had constantly been trying to eat her, smash her, or ‘accidentally’ kill her by some other manner—namely all the elemental magic he thought he could get away with—for the first five years they had been forced to interact with each other. After that he had not looked out for her, but not attempted to maim either. This protective side of him was still new, but it was not, however, something she was overly excited about.

“She is a human!” Nivaradros snarled when he finally came down in volume enough that Z didn’t mind listening to his voice. “Doing this will kill her. I am trying to prevent that from happening for as long as possible. Why in the wind would you even suggest that?!”

“Because, Nivaradros, it may not kill her, and we cannot heal the damage her condition wreaks on her body whenever it wants to. Your blood, however, could possibly allow her some semblance of healing in between her worst attacks.”

“Or it could instantly kill her.”

“Since Dragon blood is three times denser than a human’s, several degrees hotter than human blood, and full of magic … I’m going to go with it would instantly kill me,” Z interjected weakly. “I mean maybe I could accept the magic part of it without my defenses kicking in and trying to attack it—and therefore me—but the denseness and the heat that came with the magic would probably not be okay. I could be entirely wrong, but I’m just saying this doesn’t sound like the world’s best idea. This may make the top five of my worst ideas ever if we decided to attempt it.”

“We are not even considering it!” Nivaradros hissed as she finally opened her eyes. His face took a moment to come into focus, but his eyes were the first thing she could make out and there was no mistaking that neon for anything but anger.

“Then your attempt to save her was a waste,” the Kryhista told the Dragon flatly as Z turned to finally view her. “Look at her, Nivaradros. She is dying on you even now.” The immortal’s coal black coat was duller than Dyslentio’s, and it had a spot of white—a perfect circle the size of the former Tenian kine coin—on her hind left leg, on the inside, just above the coronary band. Otherwise she resembled Dyslentio a great deal other than being a hand shorter, slightly stockier, and she had violet eyes instead of silver.

“There is also a tiny thing you both seem to be overlooking about this whole thing,” Z added tiredly as she felt another episode coming. “We have no idea what else could come with this if Nivaradros’s blood truly worked and didn’t just kill me instantly. Dragons are magic, and magic doesn’t have a fixed set of results or guidelines.”

She would have continued, but Nivaradros had to hurry her to the ground and hold her down as she once again lost control of her body for several minutes. She fought—Nivaradros having at least renewed that desire—but it made little difference. Ten minutes later, the Dragon was able to cover her now shaking form with a blanket. While the shaking was bad enough, it was much, much better than the seizure. She only shivered from the cold.

“I give up,” she told the Dragon grimly when she felt it safe enough to speak. “Do it.”

“Z—”

“Either do this or kill me,” she demanded harshly. “I’m serious, Nivaradros. If it would make you feel better, bring Kyi’rinn and I will cut myself.”

“With my luck, you would have another one of your spells and cut off something important without killing yourself. And Kyi’rinn is unlikely to let me touch it, especially if you intend to kill yourself with it!” Nivaradros snapped, but she could see he was being worn down. Between the words the Kryhista had offered, her latest little attack, and his desire to keep her alive for his own reasons, she could see him starting to consider the idea of possibly killing her—or saving her.

“I wouldn’t advise this, but if you decide to go through with this, I want to be here to at least heal Zimliya on the off chance she does survive and needs a little boost to get going while her body adjusts to the shock of something so foreign,” a now familiar male voice said calmly from her left.

Dyslentio appeared in her line of vision soon after—after he shoved Nivaradros away and kept him at bay with only a threat of his horn—and his eyes held hers briefly before he touched her cheek slightly with his muzzle and backed away. He then headed smugly over to the Dragon’s side and offered Nivaradros a very superior look.

“Don’t look so happy, a year ago she would have gutted you for that,” the Dragon grumbled darkly.

“But she didn’t,” the Kryhista pointed out.

“She’s been working on it. Need I remind you what happened when she first woke up? She grabbed your horn—burned her hands—and for a second I was almost certain you were going to end up dead.”

“If we could not get into a five hour immortal-play-for-power conversation?!” Z interrupted before anyone else could continue. As she spoke she touched her chest as her heart rate sped up on its own. Once again, she was reminded of the blessing a lack of pain could be. “We are running out of time,” she told them both—them all, since the female Kryhista was still here as well.

Nivaradros’s eyes were still dangerous, but he turned to the two other immortals from a race that really shouldn’t have accepted his presence at all—and certainly not befriended him as Dyslentio had—and exhaled without fire or smoke. “I am willing to work with you if you promise me not to do anything that jeopardizes her health even further. I honestly don’t know why I am letting you talk me into this!”

Because he wanted her alive. Z closed her eyes as she forced herself to breathe. Something Nivaradros sought wouldn’t come about if she died here. As he was a Dragon she could narrow it down to something to do with power—but that was still a very long list. This whole business of keeping her alive though told her how much he wanted whatever he was after. He had not only tried everything he could to keep her alive before she had left, but since she had returned he had taken the blunt of any attack against her that he could.

And now he had brought her here where he had apparently had some sort of a minor rift with someone he had once befriended in the centuries past. But he had put everything aside—a feat for him—to bring her to the only beings in this world who had a chance at extending her life. Now he was going to try something else she could see he absolutely despised the thought of—and Z was no fool, Nivaradros didn’t like the idea of Dragon blood in her mortal self—on the account it might save her. Immortals—well, Dragons—didn’t like to generally gamble so much on so little. Especially when they had to pay some of the cost.

“Z?” Nivaradros’s tone was concerned and she forced her eyes open. Her smile apparently left something to be desired—he actually grimaced—but he didn’t press her and he let her eyes close again without even touching her.

“How do we want to do this?” Dyslentio asked someone—or everyone else, she honestly had no idea.

“It would be best if we go out further from the herd,” the annoying voice replied stiffly. “I certainly don’t want anyone to come across this—especially not some of the adolescents. They do not need to get any more ideas than they have already presented.”

“They are not that bad, Faslieya,” Dyslentio chided quietly as the Dragon picked her up again.

“Well, none of them have vanished for weeks on end yet, no,” Faslieya agreed in a tone that warned of a story if someone didn’t head it off.

“And how many times have you mentioned it since then? It was millenniums ago!” Dyslentio snorted. “Besides, you cannot say I didn’t learn valuable skills while I was away.”

“You came back wounded.”

“But alive. Not to mention my acquaintance with Nivaradros proved to have more than just a small amount of value when we were outnumbered and being slaughtered.”

Z hissed softly as the two continued to converse. At times, the immortals—any branch of them—decided to discuss, argue, or recollect the oddest of things at the worst moment. Nivaradros’s steps had a slightly reassuring feel to them now—a sign he had been carrying her way too much—and she allowed that feeling of trust to overcome her.

Inwardly she was starting to mentally catalog the risky, foolish, and worst decisions she had come up with—though all of them had worked—to compare them to her latest one. So far, she didn’t like the results. Getting eaten by the snake-like creature nine or so months ago, setting off the magical traps while standing in the middle of them when she hadn’t used her magic even once prior, and waking all of the Shades by herself at once were the only ones she could put ahead of this. And that was being generous.

She had no idea how long they traveled, but when Nivaradros put her down at long last it wasn’t onto soft grass, it was onto stone. Stirring with effort since she had had a minor attack on the way over here, Z opened her eyes to find she hadn’t lost any of the Kryhistians, but she had gained a cranky, non-being-friendly Shanii.

“Hey son,” she greeted. Her lungs didn’t fill like she wanted, so her voice came out weak, but Shanii’s reassurance was helpful. He also didn’t attempt to bite anyone, a decided plus.

Sitting up took effort—or more honestly, it required the Dragon’s aid—but when she was finally somewhat up, Z took in her surroundings. They were on the first ledge of a small mostly stone hill and it was clear few came here. The grass she could see just below her was at least three feet tall, but it was brown, brittle, and probably only contained enough nutrition to feed one small deer for an hour. Otherwise it would probably cause a slow, painful starvation. There were also no tracks—old or present—other than those her companions had made on their way up here.

“Where are we?” she murmured.

“About ten miles south of the herd,” Nivaradros answered before anyone else could. “Apparently this is the best place.” The Dragon shook himself as if getting ready to do something he found unpleasant. “Would you prefer to…?” his eyes closed and his hands became fists with talons.

“If you don’t want to do this—” she began softly.

“It’s fine!” he snarled at her coldly before kneeling beside her unhappily. “It had better work though, or kill you instantly. I am tired of seeing you half dead.”

“Glad to hear I am boring you; imagine how I have been feeling for the past several days,” she whispered as Nivaradros snorted and moved to grab her left arm.

“Don’t you dare die on me,” the Dragon threatened.

“Because I have been trying so hard to do that on purpose lately,” she replied quietly as she closed her eyes. She wanted to sleep. Grateful she couldn’t feel Nivaradros split the skin on her arm from wrist to elbow—apparently that was the way to do this, according to the Kryhistians—she focused on breathing and keeping her heart going. Magic was required to aid the latter. Her heart was already struggling without the blood that was much, much thicker being added to hers. She could only hope if it didn’t work out she didn’t have to ask the Dragon to kill her. It probably wouldn’t go well.

It was easy to tell when whatever the Dragon was doing started; her magic went on overhaul to try to fight what was happening. Years of fighting her magic from running rampant any time someone tried to do something she wanted, but could be seen as a threat, turned out to work in her favor here; she managed to keep her defenses lowered. About three minutes after that though, she felt the change and hissed in dismay.

“Nivaradros, stop!” she gasped while keeping her eyes closed. She felt his presence leave instantly, but the damage was already done.

Note: Dragon blood apparently didn’t work well when added to a human’s. Shuddering, she released her magic in an attempt to fix what she knew was already done. There was another seizure on the way, and Z wished she had more energy—and a weapon—so she could fully vent her irritation on something. The only silver lining was the lack of pain, but given the way her heart was reacting to the recently added blood she had a feeling that silver lining would be very, very short lived.

“Well,” Dyslentio chose to drawl at that moment somewhere to her left. “I’m going to go with this wasn’t the best idea we’ve had. You might as well continue, Nivaradros. I am fairly certain it won’t change her condition either way at this point. And I am also almost certain she can’t protest anymore.”

“Give me ten reasons why I shouldn’t kill you,” Nivaradros grumbled.

“How about just one: my sparkling personality?”

It was the last thing Z heard. The familiar, comforting, and desired darkness swept up to steal her away. The Dragon was on his own.


Chapter 8

One of these times, Z decided as she felt the familiar return to consciousness occur, she was not going to wake up. Awakening was not as thrilling as most would think it would be, and with how she often left alertness, most of the time waking up wasn’t even remotely a good thing. Shifting her body to a position that didn’t feel so unnatural, Z kept her eyes closed and tried to see what still worked. Her senses apparently; someone else was nearby.

“Oh good, you’ve returned to us,” a familiar non-Dragon or Kryhista voice said with relief. “I was starting to worry. I wouldn’t recommend moving too much, you are still very weak.”

Sitting up as her eyes snapped open, Z met the slightly brown-black eyes of the Mithane as he watched over her with some concern from a seat about four feet away. Hissing slightly as her vision blurred, she opted for the not-advised next move; she rolled out of the bed.

A hand lightly caught her upper arm with concern, and Z grunted at the weakness that was impairing her balance. She didn’t even try to reach for a weapon—she didn’t have one—and instead she allowed the Mithane to support most of her weight as he helped her to her feet. He then half carried her over to the chair he had just vacated and deposited her within it. She felt small burst of magic before the Mithane covered her with a blanket he had just summoned and the power he used—though minor—awoke her fully.

“Nivaradros?” she whispered hoarsely as she met his eyes. She saw the Alantaion flinch and shuddered as a sliver of fear crept into her heart. “Mithane?”

“I cannot say for certain,” the immortal ruler told her softly. “He was not well when he brought you back here. He handed you over to my care and then fled. I do not know where he is or how he fares. As I had not expected to see you again, I will admit my concern wasn’t for the Dragon. You looked about as weak as he, and you were not conscious. I asked nothing of him—and even now I do not care—but I was pleased to see your return. You shouldn’t be alive, Zimliya. What happened?”

Was Nivaradros wounded? She struggled to figure out when that had happened—when it could have happened. Why had he returned her to the care of the Mithane? She recalled the cold words spoken between the two when Nivaradros had pulled her away from everyone else in his desperate attempt to rewrite her life, so it didn’t surprise her the Mithane was still holding a grudge, but why wasn’t the Dragon here?

“How long have I been here?” she wanted to know as she took in her surroundings.

She was back inside of a room made out of, while still remaining part of, a living tree. She was back in Istuion. If things hadn’t changed too much since Nivaradros had whisked her away, then the Mithane, Shevieck, and the Islierre would still all be in residence. It was both a comforting thought and a horrifying one, but Z needed to get her bearings—quickly—so she ignored the thought of what could have happened while she was away.

“Mithane, how long?” she repeated with ice in her voice.

“Nivaradros brought you to me three days ago,” the Alantaion told her softly.

Three days. She closed her eyes and tried to think positively. Maybe the Dragon had just gotten sick of dealing with her at long last and had returned to his lands to regain his patience so he didn’t feel the urge to eat her the next time they met up. Try as she might, Z couldn’t even swallow that lie herself. If Nivaradros had left, something had gone horribly wrong with their little experiment. Everyone—herself included—had focused on the dangers to her. No one had even considered what the whole thing could do to the Dragon. And with how weak she felt she could easily imagine what something like this could have done to Nivaradros.

“Did he stay for any length of time?” she forced herself to ask.

“Not once you had been delivered into my care. You both arrived, he gave you to me, he spoke with Zyrhis, then Shevieck, after which he left. He may have been here two hours if I stretch it, and our conversation was under five minutes.”

Helped along—no doubt—by the Mithane’s tone and demeanor towards the Dragon. She could clearly envision how that conversation had gone. “I wish to speak with Shevieck,” she announced before she even realized what she was saying.

The Mithane stared at her in silence briefly before his eyes went deeper into black and his lips thinned. “May I ask why?”

“You just did,” Z pointed out before relenting. “And because I wish to see how he is as well as what he spoke of with Nivaradros, since you are determinedly and decidedly unhelpful on that front.”

She didn’t get an answer of words. The Mithane turned, left the room, and slammed and sealed the door behind him. Z flinched at the sound, cringed at the magic, and winced at the thought of having to later sooth the Mithane’s damaged feelings. Immortals occasionally could act less mature than the short-lived mortals—at least in her mind. The sudden revival of the territorial male battle between the Mithane and the Dragon was at the top of her list of immature behaviors.

It was perhaps three-quarters of an hour before her door opened again. Z had managed to find her feet—and more importantly stay on her feet—and had begun walking the room with care. She stayed well away from the walls; the living part of them tended to tweak her elemental sense to a level that was uncomfortable.

The room, however, was large enough to hold three Dragons in their native form so there was little fear of running into the walls unless she was lazy or grew distracted enough not to notice where she was walking. She was on her tenth round of the room—having had no complications from the exercise—when Shevieck cleared his throat softly from behind her. She had sensed his entry, but as she hadn’t been able to move for several days, she had ignored him while she could get away with it.

“You look well,” he said softly with a worried smile as she turned to face him. “You look better than the Dragon led me to believe you would be, and far better than my father implied.”

“When was he informing you of my condition?”

“When he was threatening me that if you end up dead anytime within the next seventy-two hours—by human reckoning—he would personally execute me,” Shevieck responded drily. “He seems to feel your condition is still too delicate for visitors.”

“He threatened you?”

“He’s been a bit testy since we were run out of our kingdom,” Shevieck explained. His eyes were surprisingly guarded, and he watched her uneasily.

“I’m not going to grow a second head,” she promised him with a small smile.

“I’d rather you didn’t,” the Alantaion replied with feeling before grimacing. “Something’s changed—with you,” he added with care. “You don’t feel the same as you did when I last saw you. What did the Dragon do to you?”

Z didn’t really want to explain, nor did she think it was in her—or the Dragon’s—best interests. “I may explain that later, but right now I need to know what Nivaradros spoke to you about before he left me with your father.”

“He wanted to tell me I am not the biggest failure he has ever met,” Shevieck told her with a roll of his steadily brown eyes. “Apparently I make the top three. He had some advice, some suggestions, and he encouraged me to try to stay on Zyrhis’s good side so that I would have at least one solid ally when the attempt to reclaim either my father’s power, or to claim my power, was made.”

His answer surprised her; Nivaradros’s words more so. “In your honest opinion,” she finally forced herself to ask, “was he implying he would not be around to help you?”

She marked his hesitation. And the way his eyes shifted to a black so bleak it almost looked like a dark grey. It was enough of an answer—one she didn’t want—but she waited without giving him the out he sought.

“I believe that was the reason he chose to speak to me, yes,” the Mithani replied heavily at long last. “He spent eight months as my shadow, Z, as my personal guard. While I should not trust him, I knew he wouldn’t let any harm come to me while he was waiting for your return. He was straight-forward, honest, and surprisingly, a companion that I found a small amount of reassurance in. He’d even let me discuss things with him after our day had ended in Tezérac. He even saved my life a couple of times. We are not friends,” he added softly, the seriousness of this conversation surprising her. “But, Z? I think we could have ended up that way in a century or two. He is not who I thought he was—certainly not what I was led to believe.

“He would die to protect you,” Shevieck added softly. “He has made it unmistakably clear that whomever is foolish enough to harm you in even the slightest way will answer to him. As he’s a Dragon—and the Warlord on top of it—I highly doubt you have to worry about anyone offending you for some time. If he survives whatever the two of you went through.”

Z managed to dredge up a small smile. Shevieck hadn’t lost his tendency to blindly trust people he had no right to. “Did he speak of anything else?”

Another hesitation. A longer one. Shevieck glanced around her room for a moment and then did something that he had never done before; he warded the room. Damn. Nivaradros really had managed to further Shevieck’s education. She owed the Dragon a thank you at some point.

“He gave me leave to call him when you asked,” the Mithani said in a hushed tone. “And he wished for me to give you this.”

‘This’ turned out to be an amulet. The gem at the center was not a gem at all, but a magically frozen, augmented, and sculpted drop of blood. Given the gem-like appearance was black she had little doubt where the blood had come from. The metal surrounding the ‘gem’ wasn’t gold though; neither was the chain. Instead the Dragon had apparently overheard or listened to one of her rants on gold being used for jewelry. If she was going to be forced to wear anything, the damn thing better be silver. Accepting the necklace from Shevieck, she found the chain to also be silver—pure silver—and delicate in appearance despite being impossible to break. Her neck would be broken before the chain.

Knowing Nivaradros rarely did anything without a solid reason, Z unfastened the clasp on the chain and placed the amulet around her neck. The amulet landed underneath her shirt and it pulsed when it settled against her skin—over her heart. Having had stranger things happen, Z ignored the living feel of the creation until she realized she felt stronger. The ill-effects of Nivaradros’s immortal blood seemed to all but vanish. She wondered how and why he had thought to make the amulet, and a small suspicion began to work its way into her mind.

“There’s magic to that,” Shevieck breathed as he shied away from her. “I can feel it from here.” Since the Mithani rarely paid attention to his general surroundings it should have pleased her to hear he noticed something not obvious. But she was worried about Nivaradros now—deeply worried—and the Mithani’s words only added to that concern.

“Summon him,” she whispered. “If you truly can, Shevieck—summon him.”

The Alantaion nodded gravely and closed his eyes for a moment. It was a decidedly long moment. Thirty minutes later he blinked and opened his eyes for good. “He’s coming,” he told her with a small smile. “He seemed relieved to know you were still alive.”

Well she was certainly relieved to know he was. Nodding absently, she paced the room for a spell before sitting back down in the chair the Mithane had helped her to.

“What’s been going on since the Dragon and I left?” she wanted to know.

Shevieck grimaced, but he did begin to explain. As he normally didn’t have anything to say, Z marveled over just how different the Mithani was from the Alantaion she had left eight months ago. Nivaradros had definitely had a massive effect on Shevieck’s demeanor. She was therefore insulted the Mithane was being so cold in regard to Nivaradros seeing how the Dragon had kept his son safe for eight months and had a hand in the young Alantaion’s education on top of assisting her. Now was not the time to hold the Dragon’s darker past against him.

“The Islierre and my father bicker constantly, so Zyrhis has banned any meetings that involve the two of them being in the same room. If he requires an Alantaion perspective with the Islierre present, he summons me. The Ryelention has been surprisingly polite when I’ve spoken with him though, so I am tentatively willing to believe there is just something between him and my father—” his voice faltered when she glared at him. “And I take it that is something I am supposed to already know?”

“Shevieck, it was a major event between your two kingdoms, so, yes,” Z sighed as she rubbed her temples. Evidently Shevieck hadn’t changed completely.

Shaking her head as she sighed again, she began to explain the events that had led up to a war between the Ryelentions and the Alantaions that had left a scar—or a grudge—neither of the immortal rulers had yet been able to overcome. As it was a two millennium year old whatever someone decided to term it, Z didn’t see it ending anytime soon. Still it took the better part of five hours to explain and by the time her story was drawing to a close the sun was on its way out for the day.

“Huh,” Shevieck remarked as she finally was able to fall silent. His expression was thoughtful and she could tell he would be preoccupied on the history she had just explained to him for some time. As that meant he had listened she tried to not be irritated when he seemed to forget her existence.

“I take it you used big words at him again?” a blessedly familiar voice wanted to know slyly from behind her. Since she had been preoccupied watching the utterly still Alantaion, Z hadn’t even thought to check to see if anyone else had entered the room. Standing, she whirled around and found herself facing the Dragon. She couldn’t help the soft cry of relief that escaped before she truly noticed his condition.

He looked ill. Dark circles underscored his dull green eyes. She had seen him in bad shape before, but this time he didn’t appear to be injured and she didn’t know what to make of it. She’d never seen an immortal in a similar condition and she would have preferred to remain ignorant to this possibility. Nivaradros had also lost weight—a lot of weight. She was momentarily grateful he was in his lesser form. The sight of him as a Dragon might have been too much to take with the way some of his bones currently stuck out. His lips curved up into a sardonic smile.

“Before you mention how bad I look, have you seen a mirror lately?” he drawled in a dry tone. He moved before she could respond and his embrace did much to reassure her about his strength; his hold was decidedly crushing. Hugging him back without pause, she finally pulled away and let him examine her closely. “You’re alive,” he whispered. “I thought—You were not doing well.”

She managed a smile. “Look who’s talking,” she teased as his hand reached out to touch the gift he had created.

“Does it help?” he wanted to know as he regarded it with a curious intensity.

She nodded slowly, and then forced her smile to grow stronger. “Much,” she assured him. “Though I don’t know where in the world you got the idea—”

“From the Shade. He suggested the—” the Dragon glanced over at Shevieck’s blank expression, shuddered, and then brought his gaze back to hers. “—blood transfusion first. He thought an immortal’s blood could possibly offset the deal you struck with magic to awaken him and his kin. I wasn’t fond of the idea—especially since it came from him—but when it was suggested to me again, by a different party, and it was clear we were losing you, I decided the Shade’s idea might have some merit.”

Grimacing as he removed his hand from the amulet, he sighed. “Your seizures stopped, but so did everything else. Dyslentio managed to revive you, but by that time I was reacting to your blood as much as you were reacting to mine, so their help was limited. Your mortality—even a drop of it—is clearly dangerous for an immortal to come into contact with. At least for Dragons. I brought you here because it was the only kingdom I knew for sure was not involved in a power struggle, and then I went to find the Shade.”

With how often Nivaradros and Crilyne got along—which would be never—Z was surprised the Dragon was still alive. “He offered his aid?” she asked in astonishment.

“That he did,” the Dragon replied glumly. “He was rather forthcoming without me even pressing him for information, and he managed to aid me directly to a point. Because you are the weaker of the equation he believed you needed a stabilizer—which is what the amulet was created to be. It should keep the small amount of immortal magic and blood from doing anything but aiding you.”

“And on your end?”

Nivaradros snorted. “I was simply ill for a time. It wasn’t like we swapped blood—I simply couldn’t avoid not coming into contact with your blood, and some of it must have entered my bloodstream. But it only made me ill. I am the greater of this equation, Z, believe me when I say I am fine.”

She didn’t believe him for a minute, but she also knew better than to argue. “Well it seems to have worked. What else did Crilyne say about this?”

“Only that he isn’t sure what all the effects of this could be,” Nivaradros replied darkly. “But he is hopeful it will keep you from paying your debt for a little longer. He claims most of the Alliance is in disarray. Zyrhis and perhaps two others retain their kingdoms, but everyone has been overthrown. He is not including the Tezéracians, so that would make it possibly four kingdoms have been untouched. Also, this is excluding the Dragons; they don’t have a ruling party per se, so I don’t think the Shade considered them either.”

They. Them. It was the first time Z had ever heard Nivaradros not include himself with his race in such a powerful way. Surprised, worried, and curious she decided to hold her peace, but she was determined to find out where the Dragon included himself now if it wasn’t within his own race.

“Crilyne left here, then?” she wanted to know. She recalled vaguely that he had also been here when she had brought the Islierre and the Mithane through the shadows, or had he only been in Arriandie?

“Z?” Nivaradros sighed, letting her know she’d been distracted for longer than she thought.

“Sorry,” she replied quickly as she shook herself. “What did I miss?”

“Nothing overly important apparently,” was the amused response. “But are you certain you are alright?”

“Weaker,” she admitted. “I won’t know how much weaker until I hit the practice courts, and there is something else I can sense, but I cannot truly touch it.” A horrifying thought occurred to her. “Shevieck noticed something about me was different. How many people are going to be able to tell?”

“About our experiment? Only other Dragons. At this point I intend to make sure no one gets to find out what we were up to. Everyone else will just notice a slight shift to your feel, but they won’t be able to tell what it is from.”

The relief she felt shouldn’t have been so large, but Z knew the fact that she had shared anything with another immortal would cause others to have a large fit of jealousy or disgust. She allowed the Dragon to touch her forehead without warning, and she closed her eyes as she felt the small amount of magic he pulled to check her condition.

Whatever he had planned though would have to wait. Z had about a minute’s warning before the doors opened again and the Mithane walked briskly through them—or what she considered to be brisk for an immortal whose race was the definition of graceful. His steps were longer than usual. His eyes were deep into their black territory and when they fell upon Nivaradros they got even colder.

“Step away from her,” the Mithane said in a tone that sounded polite and unconcerned but managed to convey the utmost of threats at the same time.

“No.”

Z cringed at the Dragon’s flat, challenging tone, but she managed to keep her peace. Instead she watched as Shevieck snapped out of his thoughts and focused on what was going on before him. He didn’t hesitate, but moved to stand behind her—placing his palms on her shoulders lightly as he did so. She managed to keep from reacting to his touch, but it took work, and in the end, she only managed it because Nivaradros positioned himself to her right at the same time and caught the hand that reached for a weapon.

The Mithane’s eyes narrowed. “Warlord, I am not in the mood for games,” he snapped. “Step away from Zimliya now.” He completely ignored his son—which was fair given his son was currently making a stand against him and seemingly ignoring him in return.

“I am not playing a game,” Nivaradros spat in return. A small amount of fire escaped on the last word. “I placed Z in your care while I was away; I am no longer indisposed. I will take care of her from here on out.”

“Oh?” The sarcasm in that one word was thick enough to blunt a magically augmented sword. “And how do you plan to do that?”

Nivaradros’s smile was vicious. “By not counting her as dead when there is even the smallest chance of her survival.”

It was a verbal slap, but the Mithane’s eyes couldn’t get any blacker—or colder—although Z felt the temperature in the room take a swift and bitter dive down. “It seems to me I wasn’t the one who constantly threatened to eat her,” was the Alantaion’s icy and cutting reply. “And how many times have you wounded her personally, Warlord?”

Z winced as Nivaradros’s grip possibly crushed finger bones. She wasn’t positive, but she had a feeling her right hand had more broken bones now than whole ones. Opening her mouth to intervene—angry now at the way this conversation was going—she was shocked when Nivaradros spoke to her alone while he also threw a cutting rebuttal at the Mithane.

I got this. Go. Go practice with the tree-beings. You need to see where your weaknesses lie, and I can sense your anger. Rather than have you attack someone and cause you anguish later, I think it would be far wiser if you left the room. When this is over, I will come find you.

Z hesitated briefly—not trusting both immortals to still be standing if she left them to argue alone—but the desire to see if she could fight without falling prey to a seizure was tempting. As the two sent another sharp round of words at each other, Z made up her mind. Slipping away from Nivaradros’s side, she noticed the Dragon made almost a challenging move towards the Mithane—giving her a much needed chance to get out without the Alantaion having time to stop her.

Walking the halls with a small amount of relief at the feel of being alone at long last, Z took in the designs the walls sported; all grown from and out of the tree without harming it, and all done by magic. Images of former rulers and other immortals of note lined this particular hall, and Z realized her room—or the Dragon’s for all she knew—had been placed in the center of the palace. This hall was known as The Hall of History, and it was a silent reminder to its people that they had done everything from war to finding a cure for the only plague that immortals had been susceptible to—a plague Midestol had created five millenniums prior.

It was less impressive than Arriandie’s castle’s living walls, but it was still something humans couldn’t master. For even if they could have created something similar, their imperfect memories would render such a display useless. Walking the hall awoke the years of study she had undergone, and Z recalled more than the Syallibions would ever know she knew about them. Pausing for a moment before the statue of a female Syallibion, Z reached out and lightly brushed visible small being she carried—the small being who would one day rule the kingdom and give her Zyrhis. It was the former Syallibion ruler before Midestol had twisted him. Before Zyrhis had been forced to slay his own father for the acts the immortal had been driven to do.

“Is that going to haunt you for the rest of your human lifespan?” a familiar and soft voice asked from behind her.

Z blinked in surprise and then turned slowly with a small smile to face the Syallibion ruler who had easily snuck up behind her for the first time since she’d known him. He truly was coming into his own. “It may,” she admitted as he grimaced.

“You know better than to admit things like that to immortals,” he chided as he moved to her side. Reaching out with care, he gently brushed a strand of hair from her cheek to behind her right ear and then moved to embrace her. She tensed briefly, but slowly accepted his embrace. “The Mithane told me Nivaradros had taken you away to die,” he murmured in a low enough tone that she could barely hear him even though his breath touched her cheek. “You should have told me.” Releasing her with ease, he regarded her with worried nutmeg eyes. “You look well enough,” he admitted finally, but he picked up her left hand and held it. “But something’s changed. The Dragon wouldn’t say what happened, but he asked me to keep the Mithane from upsetting you too much. Rumor has it he returned?”

“He’s verbally abusing the Mithane—who is verbally abusing him,” she sighed as she tugged at her hand. She was shocked enough by the embrace that this minute contact didn’t bother her, but she was getting rather tired of all the constant touches everyone seemed to insist on trying her with.

“Ah,” the young immortal ruler replied with a dark smile as the harsh lines of his skin shifted slightly. “I thought he despised running interference.”

“So did I,” Z replied grimly. “He’s changing every time I see him.” She closed her eyes, pulled her hand free with a sharp jerk. Rubbing her arms for reasons she couldn’t grasp, she forced herself to open her eyes again. “What does he want from me, Zyrhis?”

The immortal froze. Statues had more movement than he did. “I am not about to get between you and the Dragon,” he said at length.

“But you know.”

“I asked. The Dragon was surprisingly forthcoming, but then again, he had nothing to lose from telling me. In saying that, do recall immortals don’t reveal all of their plans freely so there is much he also didn’t tell me.”

That was less of a comfort than it should have been. “Zyrhis—” she began softly, but he took her by surprise again.

She barely managed to step back, but it made no difference. He caught her still when she hit the carvings and the wall behind her. Worse, he kissed her. She had no idea how, but she didn’t care. Jerking away with a hiss, Z slid to the side and pulled a small dagger from a hiding spot. She would not attack him. She had that level of control now, and she also knew he would not be the only person to do this to her. He was simply the first. Slow, carefully, she regained complete control over her actions, and once that was achieved, she met Zyrhis’s eyes accusingly.

“Don’t you ever, ever do that to me again,” she threatened in a low tone. She finally noticed he was standing on the vines of a plant he’d summoned to make him tall enough to kiss her.

To her amazement, her reaction caused him no anger. He smiled, and he bowed in agreement. “Of course,” he replied evenly. “I just thought I would see how much you’ve changed.”

“By kissing me?” she demanded incredulously. “I have problems, do recall, and you’re not Shalion. He is the only one I’d even expect such stupidity from! He’s the only one of you who can get away with it!”

Zyrhis shrugged. “You are so very hard to read. And something happened while you were gone. I believe my suspicions have just been confirmed. You didn’t even truly try to harm me. And as Shalion is currently not here, someone else needs to … ah, fill his shoes on the occasion.” His smile was cool and surprisingly distant. “Did I break our friendship?”

Glaring at him, Z sighed tiredly and shook her head. “No,” she finally told him. “But if you try anything like that again you will, and you will be dead.”

“I wouldn’t expect anything less,” he agreed gravely. “But, Zimliya?” he called as she moved around him and began walking away. “I will not be the only one to try that.”

Closing her eyes, she leaned against the wall and nodded slowly. “I know,” she replied softly. “That is the other reason you are still alive.” That, and he was not the first person to kiss her. Especially not within the last couple of months. She left him then, and managed to make it around the corner before she slammed her fist into the nearest wall. She expected branches to appear. Yet when all was still even minutes later, the only thing Z sensed was a swift and bitter understanding from the tree instead of the anger she had almost sought.

Apologies.

She managed a smile. “I believe I am the one who should be saying that,” she replied as her hand touched the amulet that was still pulsing as it rested over her heart.

Pushed. Tired. Injured.

She wished the tree spoke with sentences, but even with all the magic the Syallibions had invested into their home, it could only barely communicate. Nodding absently, she sighed. “Still,” she breathed. “I know better.”

Perhaps. She felt a sudden surge of power and emotion from the castle’s walls. Help. Injured. Danger.

What the hell? Z turned and drew a weapon at the sound of footsteps coming rapidly, without a careless grace. Immortals of some kind then. Three Syallibions dressed in the uniform of the outside guards rounded a corner at the far end and practically sprinted to her. She’d never seen any of the Syallibions so uneasy, and she was surprised they addressed her directly. Zyrhis had obviously kept his word when it came to strengthening the relation between his people and hers.

“Zimliya, there is a wounded—She asked for you,” one of them told her urgently.

Well, that narrows it down, she thought darkly before signaling she would follow. Relief touched all three faces as they turned and ran back the way they had come. Z followed, and was grateful for long years of training, fighting, and moving alongside the immortals. Syallibions were far faster than they appeared—they checked their speed as a courtesy to her—and they led her through the back ways. These were passages she wasn’t supposed to be taken or even know about, but she had sadly traveled them in haste before.

Even at a full out sprint, it took the better part of thirty minutes to reach the outside world. From there, Z found herself handed off to two scouts who then led her on another sprint that went deep into the forest. It wasn’t a trap—she could sense it—but if it had been it would have been very well set up. Relief over the lack of a seizure was both brief and strong. Twenty minutes following the first sprint, Z finally saw what she was being led to, or more accurately who she was being led to. Sprinting past the scouts as they slowed to let her pass, she paused just outside the circle the rest of the small group had made around the bloodied figure on the ground, checked her emotions, and then strolled forward.

“Balsish,” she greeted the young immortal softly. She was the heiress-to-the-heiress of the Dralations, though she was centuries younger than Dyiavea. “I have seen you looking better.”

The Dralation managed a weak smile, but her eyes were frightened and her face was bruised, bloody, and thin. “You have as well,” she told Z with forced calm.

“Humans have always looked better,” Z replied with a thin smile. It faded quickly as she knelt beside the very young immortal—Balsish wasn’t even twenty yet. She would be considered a child by her own race for another century and a half. “What happened?”

“He has my father,” Balsish said slowly as she looked at the scouts. Z waved them away with a silent signal and once they had vanished into the forest background once more the Dralation relaxed further. Z, on the other hand, tensed.

“Who does?” she asked in a low tone as her heart sank at the thought of the only person who probably could have done this. The Dralations would have just killed the Thinyen if they had wanted a new ruler.

“Midestol.”

Z cringed, hating she had been right. “How long?”

“We’ve been his captives for weeks. He let me go when he heard you had returned a second time, but he still has my father and my sister.”

Z had a lot of questions, but there was only one that mattered. “Are they alive still?”

The young immortal nodded tiredly and closed her eyes. “But Dyiavea is badly wounded. Midestol knows she is the heiress, and he knows she’s on your side.”

“I do not have a side!” Z corrected irritably and sternly. Seeing anguish in the immortal small being’s eyes—despite their closeness in ages, Balsish’s maturity wouldn’t come for years—Z clamped down on her anger. “Forget it,” she muttered darkly. “Why did Midestol release you?”

“To find you.”

“Yes,” Z sighed, “I guessed that much. Why does he want you to find me?”

Balsish hesitated and Z considered shaking her. “He said you wouldn’t like it.

“I generally don’t. That’s not the point. What did he ask you to ask me?”

Another hesitation and Z almost lost her control. Licking her lips in a show of human-like nerves, Balsish finally spoke. “He wants you to trade your life for Dyiavea’s and my father’s.”

And there it was—what a surprise. Growling softly with annoyance, Z glanced at Balsish and shook her head tiredly. “Tell me where to find him then,” she advised as she hid a scowl. She could only hope she didn’t have a seizure while discussing whatever it was that Midestol wanted to discuss, he wouldn’t spare her life again.


Chapter 9

He was waiting for her on a hilltop about fifteen miles south of the lands the Syallibions claimed. They were considered no-man’s land by most, but they were actually held, farmed, and lived on by Rangers—they just weren’t in plain view. The fact no one had bothered to inform her about Midestol’s presence told her much. This part of the Ranger community still didn’t want to get involved with outside races just yet, and she couldn’t blame them.

For all the forward steps the kingdoms had taken to repair the damage they had done to their relationship with the Rangers, very few of them had come out directly to apologize. As a result, several of her people were ignoring most of them in return. Z had managed to gather a fairly good-sized group willing to put the grudge aside, but she often wondered if she could ever fully repair the damage between the Rangers and the races who had abandoned them to Tenia’s hunt. As she approached Midestol, she wished angrily some of the Rangers who had forgiven the rest of the world had been stationed in these lands. She would have been able to counter Midestol’s moves so much sooner.

“Zimliya,” the dark mage greeted with a cool and smug smile. His orange eyes flashed with delight, and he immediately let his eyes scan her. His smile faded slightly in response—she assumed—to her slightly changed presence, but while his eyes narrowed, he did not so much as threaten her. “I am pleased to see the rumors of your demise are false.”

“No, you’re not,” she replied tightly. “It would have saved you a battle, a great deal of men, and a lot of time if I had expired.”

His smile returned. “That it would have,” he agreed. “But it would not have allowed me the satisfaction of personally killing you, and I would not have been able to ask you what I need to.”

So, he really did want something from her again. Curious. She could count on one hand the number of times he had truly wanted something from her. Some of their other exchanges had occurred when he had wanted to make a deal in which both of them would benefit in some way. This time, though—she could already tell—he was willing to risk a lot to gain his information. He’d kidnapped the ruler and the heir of a kingdom she cared for just to catch her attention. They were the bait, but they were not the offer. Nor did they have anything to do with what the mage wanted.

“I’m surprised, you do want my assistance once more,” she breathed. “Show me proof of life—or better yet release them—and I will be happy to answer your questions.”

That smile turned dangerous. “And why would I let them go?” Midestol inquired softly as he approached her. Z raised her chin in silent defiance, but she held her ground. “I have you within my grasp, and I could make you talk.”

She offered him a cool, mocking smile. “Like you have in the past?”

His strike was with enough force that her head snapped hard to the left and her vision greyed briefly before returning. Tasting blood in her mouth, Z scowled at him but said nothing more. Raising her chin again, she met his eyes icily and held them, silently challenging him to try his luck with her. Mocking his so-called control of the situation. She would let the Thinyen and Dyiavea die before she allowed him to have the upper hand. The kingdom would be weakened briefly—a civil war would ensue for a few years—but it would not fall, and when the time came Z suspected they would still rise to arms at her call—if Balsish rose to power or still theoretically held it. Midestol had nothing to hold against her, and he knew it. She just waited for him to give in.

It took a while, but eventually Midestol inclined his head when he accepted that she could play the game possibly longer than he could. “As you say,” he answered tightly. His anger was apparent in even his stance, and Z fully expected him to lash out again. “Follow me for proof of life.” Without waiting for her to reply he spun abruptly and headed off down the hillside. With little in the way of choices Z followed him with annoyance.

He led her in silence for about a mile. Z relished the quiet, but she felt the slightest twinges of a possible seizure and hid her unease. Having one right now would be catastrophic, and she couldn’t afford the results it would wreak on everyone else. Apparently Nivaradros’s blood would only be able to help her so much, and obviously it hadn’t entirely stopped time for her. She had managed to privately hope for a few months; she now doubted she had a few weeks.

Pushing the thought away to focus on what she could do now—and more importantly what Midestol wanted—she continued to follow him through terrain she had a feeling he had made difficult on purpose. While she was more than up for it in general, she could feel it setting off her condition, and she finally forced herself to stop.

“How much farther are you going to insist that I follow you to some unknown destination that is probably heavily manned by your forces and undoubtedly has hundreds of captives for their amusement?”

Midestol paused several feet ahead of her and turned slowly. “A couple of miles—” he began slowly, but his orange eyes narrowed. A smile appeared as his eyes suddenly widened. “Oh, what a surprise and a gift,” he breathed happily. “You are very, very injured. Hiding it quite well, but you wouldn’t have paused if you weren’t.” He approached, and circled her like she was something to be bought or sold. “Perhaps the rumors were not entirely untrue then. Has the price for waking the Shades truly come to call you away?”

She met his eyes in a silent challenge. “Want to find out?” she demanded coldly. It was a bluff, and if he called her on it Z knew her seizure would strike, but if he didn’t and he waited long enough, she would be fine. She could only hope the second option was the way this went.

Midestol’s smile was cold, but amused. “No,” he said after a long pause. “Because if it has come—and it is waiting to strike its final blow—I don’t want to lose you before I get what I want.” He turned and began to walk again. “It’s only a couple more miles, Zimliya.”

Exhaling silently with relief, Z continued to follow him, but a small amount of concern covered her curiosity; just what did Midestol seek? She ran possibilities through her mind, but none of them would require this much preparation, and certainly didn’t require her presence. She was tempted to give up on the Thinyen and Dyiavea and demand the mage tell her what the hell he wanted when she sensed movement to her left.

Throwing herself to the ground, Z rolled to her feet and managed to strike her attacker in the small of his back with a dagger—though it was a poor hit—before he grabbed her. Breaking free of his grasp, she spun on her left leg and did a high kick at his right shoulder. It knocked him off balance, but before she could finish knocking him unconscious she felt a prickle of magic and threw her hands up in front of her face as he exploded. The blast sent her back a good five feet, and Z landed on her side before rolling to her back and closing her eyes.

Not here, she thought desperately as the seizure she had avoided began to start lightly—small tremors only.

“Sorry about that. I didn’t think he would be foolish enough to attack you when you were clearly with me,” Midestol said from above her as he approached. She kept her eyes closed and struggled to keep from getting any worse. “What is this …?” she heard him whisper as he presumably watched the small shakes that ran constantly through her body no matter how still she tried to hold.

She heard him kneel beside her and hissed softly. “Stay back,” she warned.

“Or you’ll what—transfer your condition to me?” Midestol wanted to know. She felt his hands touching her for a second, and then she couldn’t feel him at all as his touch sealed her fate. “Easy,” Midestol said in a surprisingly soothing tone as he took the position Nivaradros had been filling for so many days. Holding her down firmly, he let the episode run its course before slowly releasing her.

She opened her eyes slowly—still waiting for his attack. His orange eyes weren’t watching her face. Knowing he had felt Nivaradros’s amulet pulsing against her heart, she grimaced. “Believe me when I say you don’t want to know.”

A brow rose sharply, but he didn’t say a word. Instead he simply stood—brushing off his knees—and offered her a hand. When she hesitated, Midestol’s cold and cutting smile returned. “I cannot have you appear unduly weak, Zimliya. Let’s at least make it into camp without announcing anything. I can kill you very easily later, after all.”

“Only if you trigger a seizure,” she told him softly as she accepted his hand at long last and let him pull her to her feet.

“Well, I am certain I can figure out how to do that with little difficulty,” Midestol assured her with a threatening smile.

Z shrugged. “Possibly.” Her curt reply got her the desired result; Midestol started walking again.

By the time they made it to the camp, Z was sweating and shivering slightly from the damage the seizure had inflicted on her already weak system. Nivaradros’s gift was pulsing against her heart in a rhythm that was just slightly faster than hers, and she could feel it working hard to control the immortal blood that managed to neither mix with nor damage her blood. And it was helping. She could feel the worst of the seizure’s work already gone, and the rest of it would be erased soon, but it did little good as Midestol already knew she was prone to falling to the ground in convulsions.

They were stopped no less than eight times from the time they reached the perimeter to the time they reached what was clearly Midestol’s tent—if something that large could be called a tent. It was possibly more proper to call it a pavilion. Midestol had curtly dismissed all aid as it had been offered, and he hadn’t let anyone leer at her for any length of time. His answers had also been abrupt and to the point. No, she wasn’t a prisoner. Yes, she was a guest. And no, they were not allowed to touch her. By the time he had pushed the flap to his tent aside, Midestol’s temper was noticeably short and he was supporting most of her weight.

She expected him to drop her once the flap closed behind them. Drop her or strike her. It therefore came as a shock when Midestol nodded stiffly to a poorly designed cot that had been shoved over in a corner of his very full temporary house as if it were an afterthought. Since Midestol was a human—immortal or not—he still required sleep, so she knew it meant he spent most of his nights elsewhere. She shoved the knowledge of where out of her mind.

“Go,” he ordered coldly when she didn’t move. “Rest. I will not harm your immortal … whatever you want to term them … while you recover. I cannot have you appear too weak before them, or they may make this whole thing much more complicated and costly than it needs to be. I won’t touch you,” he added. “Nor will anyone else be permitted into this area while you sleep. You need it, Zimliya. I cannot have you suddenly dying on me just yet, perhaps tomorrow you can have that luxury.” He eyed her again and scowled in obvious dislike of her condition.

She, in turn, watched him closely, searching for the trap she suspected. He met her eyes boldly and held them. Seeing no hint of deception in the depths of orange, she finally nodded stiffly and made her way to the cot. Or, she tried. Midestol ended up aiding her again as her balance was still lacking.

“I may be hard to wake,” she warned him without thinking, but the minute her head touched the pillow, it ceased to matter.

He awoke her through rough shaking. “Get up!” he hissed urgently. “Before your stupid immortals bring the camp down around our ears!”

“I keep telling you not to capture immortals,” she told him dryly as she awoke instantly, and rolled out of the cot. He steadied her—surprising them both—and then grabbed her upper arm and dragged her from the tent.

“You won’t come for mortals,” Midestol growled. “And we kept them contained without issue until my moronic guards decided it was time to do less than what was needed to keep them imprisoned!”

Well, there was definitely a problem now. The Thinyen and Dyiavea stood back to back with glowing hands of lightning mixed with fire, and the ground was scattered with the remains of former structures and bodies. The Thinyen’s eyes were at his coldest rose color, and they snapped with energy from both magic and rage. The ground also trembled on occasion, and Z knew the immortal had been holding back this whole time, waiting for her arrival.

Dyiavea’s eyes were the color of her father’s, but the Thinyai had the greater control. Her eyes were sweeping those gathered until they fell upon and held Z’s. She spoke softly over her shoulder and the Thinyen’s gaze followed a moment later. The magic stayed, but the immediate threat of action stilled for a moment. Midestol barked for his warriors to back off, but he stopped them at fifty feet back.

“Your turn,” he told her icily. Z nodded slowly and walked forward with care, testing her strength as she went.

Please don’t let a seizure strike, she thought bitterly as she grabbed Nivaradros’s amulet through her shirt. It pulsed powerfully beneath her hand and Z felt a wave of strength hit her.

All you had to do was ask. A sly voice replied in the depths of her mind. There was a cold and irritated pause before it continued. Well, ask and not make your mind closed to absolutely any kind of contact. Your defenses are too well formed. But the point of that amulet is to strengthen you and to prevent your seizures when it can. It is not, of course, full proof, but what it can’t prevent it will try to repair. This is not a fix, Zimliya, but it is what could be offered to help you.

She decided not to comment because she would feel stupid arguing with the Shade, and because she didn’t really feel like discussing her defenses at the moment. Instead she continued to stroll forward before she paused a good three feet from the enraged Dralations. Raising a brow in a silent question, she gave them the chance to speak first before she started the conversation.

“Helluva welcome you managed to give me,” she remarked mildly.

The Thinyen’s lips curved upwards into a small smile. “We heard you had arrived, but the mortal would not tell us how you arrived, and these guys had grown lazy in their watches. It never fails to surprise me how easy it is to lull humans into a false sense of security.” He looked her over intently. “What did he do to you?”

“Nothing yet,” Z replied cheerfully. “But the time I paid to awaken the Shades is being collected.”

She had the pleasure of seeing the Thinyen’s perfect features lose their beauty for a moment as absolute shock took him. “Now?” he demanded as the power in his hands flared with his anger. “You just got back!”

“Believe I am aware of this,” she told him dryly. “Regardless, I have managed to buy some time, but it comes with a higher cost than is probably wise. Balsish came,” she added as she softened her voice. “She is worried about you.”

“We told her not to go to you,” Dyiavea snapped coldly, her tone making the seizures seem positively pleasant. “You are too important to risk. Now even more so. We can leave,” she added.

Z shrugged. “Possibly, but not without losing at least two of us. Midestol’s agreed to let you go if I stay, that is the bargain we struck.” It wasn’t, not really, but she sensed the Dark Mage approaching from behind. Tensions were high enough that she didn’t want the amount of magic that could be thrown here summoned; the backlash would be disastrous, and Rangers did live here still.

“Zimliya is correct. You are free to go, but she has given me her word she will remain. I am not interested—at this time—in her death. When and if she answers my questions, I will release her unharmed.” Z couldn’t describe how grateful she was that the Dark Mage was backing her story. It made her suspicious, but Midestol already knew her weakness, and so far, he had yet to exploit it. Midestol held the cold eyes of the two immortals for an extended time before exhaling icily. “I give you my word on that,” he declared.

“Binding?” Dyiavea demanded.

“Yes,” Midestol hissed. “But you will destroy nothing further, and no one further, on your way out.”

“Done,” the Thinyen agreed angrily. Neither party was happy, but both of them bound themselves to their words with magic. The Thinyen’s eyes then moved to hers. “Zimliya,” he greeted softly. “Welcome back.”

She inclined her head at his words and then grimaced. “Balsish is in the Syallibion lands,” she told him quietly. “Try not to start a world war when you get there.”

The immortal’s left brow rose. “The Mithane is also there, I take it.”

“As is the Islierre. And Nivaradros, although you two got along well enough last time.”

“Charming,” the Thinyen sighed with a shake of his head. The threat of magic vanished, and he held out his hands to her without apparent concern. As she accepted them gravely, he pulled her close and wrapped his arms around her in a hug. “Whatever you do, don’t you dare die,” he murmured in a tone for her ears alone. Before she could respond, a warm brush of magic coursed through her system. The Thinyen wasn’t a healer, but he was something close; his magic restored even more of her strength and locked her proneness to seizures further away for the moment.

He released her reluctantly, showing far more familiarity and concern for her than he had done in the past. “Has the Islierre suggested you marry his son yet?” he wanted to know as he watched her.

Her brows rose. “What did I miss?” she demanded.

His laugh was at her expense, but welcome. “He taunted the fact that my children are both female while he has a male. It was not hard to get what he was implying. Will you take the offer?” A hint of danger entered his tone.

Z shook her head. “No. I already turned it down and I intend to turn down every other offer.”

Pleasure touched the still rose colored eyes. “Good. Then I have something to bring up to him now. Don’t worry,” he added at the look of horror that touched her eyes. “I will not start a war.” He glanced over her shoulder at Midestol and sighed. “Go,” he told her at long last. “We will meet again, and thank you.” She felt him watch her return to the Dark Mage’s side, but when she turned around both he and Dyiavea had vanished.

“Nice job,” Midestol murmured as he regarded her with a mixture of disgust and amusement. “Come on,” he added softly as he began to walk back to his tent. “You should go back to bed.”

“I’ve recovered,” Z argued shortly. “How about you tell me why you orchestrated all of this to catch my attention instead,” she countered, making it a statement, not a question.

He said nothing until she had followed him back to the privacy of his tent. Only when the flap was closed and he had sealed it against outside ears did he turn to face her.

“One of your Shades approached me when you were gone,” he told her softly. Z felt her heart stop as she realized abruptly what this was all about, his next words confirmed it. “He mentioned the desire to learn my granddaughter’s name—”

There was a strange light in his eyes she couldn’t identify. Rather than pressing him and possibly learning what it meant in the wrong way, Z kept her silence and just waited for him to resume his story. Eventually Midestol exhaled when she didn’t give him even the slightest indication she knew what he was talking about, and his next several words did nothing to improve how her last week had been going.

“He told me it was for research he was doing into the history of Tenia, and I believed him, in the beginning. A few days later though it occurred to me that he had sought the name of the child because he had been sent to fetch it.” His eyes held hers. “You know of the story regarding the Tenian teenager who claimed she was of my blood?”

“You incinerated her,” was Z’s amused reply.

“Actually, Zimliya, she died because I had created a ring that would be able to identify those who were blood relations of mine, and when she slipped it on her finger, it attacked her. It was her magic—not mine—that caused her demise. Not that I was bothered by her death, but I would have preferred her to suffer more than she did.” Orange eyes met hers. “You know where my granddaughter is, Zimliya. More importantly you know—you have always known—that she is alive. I would like to meet her.”

And there it was. Z felt the ground drop out from under her and it was only years of keeping things from registering in her expression that saved her. “And if I tell you that yes, you are correct, she is alive, but that she doesn’t wish to meet you?” she wanted to know in a bitter, hating tone.

“Make her,” was Midestol’s flat reply. “I have waited for long enough—been told she was dead for even longer. She is family, Zimliya, and while you do not seem to understand it, believe me when I tell you I mean her no harm.”

“You attempted to kill her when she was days old and you did kill both her mother—your daughter—and her father in the attempt.”

Midestol’s expression darkened. “That was not,” he said heavily as he sunk into a nearby chair, “how it was supposed to go.”

Z felt the blood draining from her face and she looked at the ground. “What?” she demanded sharply of the Dark Mage. Not even caring if her tone enraged him.

“I sent a small delegation of mages to collect and bring my daughter, her husband,” and here the mage’s mouth twisted into a display of disgust, “and my granddaughter home. My daughter and I—despite what you will have heard—never had a falling out. I was disappointed with her choice, but she cared for him, and I could see he cared for her. The problem was his father; there was a rift between the two that could not be healed.” He fell silent again and he scowled at her. “Regardless, Zimliya, just make her come.”

“Not without more information,” Z argued as her heart hammered. “If you sent your people to fetch them, why did her parents end up dead? She will ask me, Midestol.”

“Then tell her I will explain it to her when she arrives,” Midestol snapped. “I will answer whatever she asks, but it is not knowledge you need to know.”

But it was, because it was her history. Z closed her eyes and exhaled angrily. “As you say. But I will make no promises that she will come.”

“Then tell her I will kill you if she refuses.”

“She is a Ranger,” was Z’s amused reply. “She knows better than to give up her life for mine.”

“Then do whatever it takes to make her come!” Midestol shouted at her as he got up from his seat and approached her. Everything in his stance was a threat, but Z was too emotionally drained to respond to it.

“If you kill me, she most certainly will not come,” Z told him tiredly. “And you are bound,” she reminded him.

Midestol’s eyes burned, but he took a step back. “As you say,” he snarled. “Go back to the cot.”

Sighing, she held her ground. “Midestol—” she began with care. His eyes were dangerous, and she immediately reconsidered speaking. “Don’t you want to know anything about her?” she asked cautiously, vaguely hoping he said no.

Anger and suspicion faded. Midestol resumed his seat with a cold silence, but he did back off of her. “Yes,” he agreed in a guarded and reined in tone. “I thought perhaps you didn’t know her, or you avoided her, seeing how she is of my blood, and Rangers have all sorts of ways to avoid people they don’t wish to speak to.”

“I wouldn’t shy away from anyone because of blood alone,” Z murmured, running her mind over her history—trying to find what she could say to him. “What would you like to know?”

“Is she married?”

That question was going to get someone killed one day. Soon. “No.”

“Why not?”

And so was that one. “I’ve never asked,” Z told him dryly. “But I presume it is because she took the Warrior’s way as well, Midestol, and she doesn’t want a family involved in it, or waiting with baited breath for her return when so few of us who are constantly in the field do.”

Orange flickered in surprise. “So, she is a fighter then?” An edge of eagerness, of approval, crept into the Dark Mage’s tone, and Z nodded slowly. “How long has she been a fighter?”

There was a tricky question. “A while,” Z answered slowly. Seeing impatience and irritation at her elusive answer she held up her hand. “Over five years, well over them,” she added. “She’s more of a loner—”

“Like you,” Midestol mused thoughtfully. “Do you two get along?”

“Very well, most days,” Z assured him while hiding a smile. “But I rarely travel with anyone nowadays that isn’t an immortal.”

Midestol’s eyes danced slightly as he conceded the point. “Does she use magic?”

And here he learned forward in his chair. Z could see the hint of hope in his eyes that his granddaughter was not a minor power on the earth. While it immediately irritated her that he could care more about the magic than anything else, she had to admit she was astonished over his apparent interest in someone he had tried to destroy, though he claimed he had not. What had happened that night twenty-four, twenty-five years ago now? Could Midestol truly care? Could one member of her family want her? How could she respond to that? How would she?

“Less than you would approve of, but yes, Midestol, she can and does use magic.” Seeing the next question, Z lightly held up her hand. “Yes, she is a power. She is talented in her areas, and she studies them as any Ranger would.” She was pleased to see a scowl emerge at the last sentence.

“Well, at least she uses magic,” Midestol grumbled. He tensed and regarded her intently. “Who knows?” he wanted to know.

“Pretty much everyone, when it comes to the Rangers,” Z remarked with a cool smile. “With our mental communications and everything else, it would be almost impossible to hide that. But no one bothers her, Midestol. As I said, blood counts for little. She is treated as a Ranger, not as your granddaughter, and it is a subject we don’t bring up.”

“And among your immortals?”

“They are not my immortals, I possibly could be counted as theirs, but they are certainly not mine!” Z declared heatedly. “Some of them—possibly all of them—know she is alive. Only a direct few have ever mentioned it in my presence, or in hers. Again, they do not care. She is a Ranger and treated as such until a time when her amulet shatters and she is declared otherwise, and I don’t see that ever happening. She is happy as a Ranger, Midestol.”

Midestol’s silence was murderous, but he didn’t make a move towards her, and, eventually, his anger began to fade slightly. “And the former King of Tenia?” he asked in a deadly tone.

“I would advise you to quit mentioning him to me,” Z answered in a clipped tone. “And I would certainly not bring him up in front of her. He was not a grandfather, Midestol. He wasn’t even remotely family-like to her. I can tell you none of his people knew she existed until the very end, and maybe a handful of the survivors—and that’s rounding up—believe what they were told. It wasn’t something she’s made a fuss about.”

“What did he do to her?” Midestol’s eyes held hers. “I know what he did to you,” he added with a bitter smile. “I saw you before I added my own collection of scars to your skin, and he was more than willing to hand you over to my hold if it meant we could bargain on my men in his lands. He was a coward, and he was weak.”

“I may have been his practice,” was her angry reply. “Do not mention him again.”

Midestol’s eyes blazed at the implications she wouldn’t truly confirm. “And you are certain he is dead?”

“Positive.”

“Damn it,” Midestol growled. “I would like to have killed him myself.”

“You did have thousands of years to do that,” Z pointed out. “And besides, if he was still alive you would have to stand in line—there are a number of others that wanted to kill him as well.”

“And you?”

“I had no one to replace him with.”

“And my granddaughter?”

“She accepted my judgment.”

He attempted to speak and Z raised a hand to cut him off. “Enough, Midestol,” she told him coldly. “I will contact her and see what she says.” Moving away from him she faced a wall and closed her eyes. Of all the things she hated to do, pretending to have a conversation with herself had to be one at the top of them.

Midestol was magically sensitive—not like her, but close—so she couldn’t just pretend to reach out. She had to speak with someone. Closing her eyes, she managed a dark smile, and reached out for the one person she was vexed with. What did I say about contacting Midestol?

She felt shock, surprise, and utter delight over the fact she had contacted him. Where are you? Crilyne demanded softly. The Dragon has already attacked a wall—no, not any part of the castle, he wouldn’t damage the tree, but he might if you do not give me something to give him!

I am with Midestol, Z pointed out irritably. Which you all know. The Thinyen and Dyiavea must have gotten there by now.

They did, but your presence in Midestol’s clutches was not something Nivaradros wanted to hear. How are you?

Alive, was her dry reply. Tell him I am alright, but, Crilyne? He wants to meet me. She felt his horror and she managed a tight smile. My thoughts as well. I don’t think he’ll kill me, but I’m at a distinct disadvantage.

Your seizures?

Precisely. He already knows about them. If he decides to use them against me here I may be unable to react.

I will send the Dragon.

Uh— Z winced, but she couldn’t think of a better being to be behind her. Alright, but remind him that I agreed to this, and I do not want to get in a fight with Midestol if I can avoid it. Not while he can so easily overpower me.

And you are curious.

Sadly, yes.

They spoke for a few minutes more, and Z made tentative plans with the Shade before turning back to Midestol. His eyes were narrow, and suspicious, but he had given her space and he made no move to breach that area now. When she didn’t speak for several minutes, he raised his hand, and a small globe of fire began to form in the center of it.

“She will meet you,” she told him quietly. “But she’s bringing a friend.”

The globe vanished. “I see,” Midestol said mildly. “I will bring no one but you, you will be my leverage for good behavior.”

“She’s not going to save me if you try that game with her; she is a lot like me, Midestol.” It was the only warning she would give him.

“Where are we meeting them?” the Dark Mage asked as he ignored her warning entirely.

Mentally rolling her eyes, she told him, and she watched every nerve’s movement upon his face for a sign of his mood. He agreed to the spot and then strolled out of the tent before she could speak again. Only when she was certain he was gone did she speak again.

“Damn you, Crilyne,” she whispered. “Damn you to the depths of the oceans, I did not need this now.”


Chapter 10

She didn’t sleep. Nerves kept her from relaxing, and Nivaradros’s amulet’s pulsing bothered her for the first time since she had donned it. The slightly faster beat was soothing, but it did nothing to calm her, and instead Z got up and paced the rooms for hours. Midestol never returned, but his absence wasn’t a mystery—she heard the screams.

When the start of the day’s light began to creep through the sides of her pretty prison, Z sighed and ceased her attempt to create a permanent hole in the floor. Taking a seat on the cot, she tucked her knees under her chin and waited for Midestol’s return. She wondered how he would handle what he was about to find out, and then she wondered why she cared. No matter how he reacted to her, there was nothing that could or would change between them. Each of them had chosen a side, and nothing he said would change that.

She had, long ago, forced herself to avoid judging people by their past. She learned it, understood it, even hated it, but she endeavored to keep it separate from how she approached a person when times demanded it. She was uncertain she could continue to do that in this regard. Midestol’s past was already a struggle to handle; Midestol as a relative could cause her to fail to keep the barrier she had created to handle him in place. Yet there was a nagging curiosity within her now. Midestol had shown a protective—caring, almost—side in regard to the granddaughter he didn’t know. Z wasn’t sure what to think.

“It is time,” Midestol’s voice suddenly rang out smoothly.

Surprised she hadn’t heard him enter, Z glanced up at him dully and nodded. Since she hadn’t brought any other clothing and hadn’t bothered to undress, she headed to the flap he held aside for her. He let it fall silently behind her before turning to regard her in a dangerous silence. He didn’t speak, but nothing about his stance spoke of a threat—to her. She wondered who had upset him this morning, wondered if they were still alive. The remnants of the disaster two irate immortals had created the previous night had all but vanished. The ground was charred, but the fragments of tents, barrels, wagons, and bodies were long gone. Sighing slightly in relief, Z continued to follow Midestol. She was curious as to when his silence would end, mostly because she wasn’t certain how it would end.

“You didn’t sleep,” Midestol accused icily. With how the morning had been going so far, this break in the cold silence wasn’t a promising sign.

“I was spending the night in a tent that belongs to a man who has personally murdered millions of beings in the past ten millenniums and ordered or arranged for many others to meet their early deaths, and that’s just in this world. On top of it, I spent the night in the middle of a camp that had recently housed two beings I happen to somewhat like, and they were mere inches away from turning that campsite into the land of the dead. Shall I go on?”

It took her about thirty seconds to realize what she had just said. Cursing herself for her stupidity, Z waited for the inevitable explosion from Midestol, but to her disbelief, he just glanced at her and shrugged.

“I believe I followed,” was his only reply, and though his tone was annoyed, there was no threat in it. “Who is coming with Ksiria?”

It had been a silent—and small—hope that that question would never be voiced. “Nivaradros,” she told him shortly. Seeing Midestol’s eyes widen, Z sighed. “Apparently he feels obligated to protect her right now.”

Midestol snorted. “And you approve?”

“Short of killing him, there is little I could do to change the arrangement—and no, I have no intentions of killing the Dragon.”

Especially not after everything she had put him through lately. Her hand went to her chest, where the amulet still pulsed over her heart, and she suppressed a wince. She still didn’t know what he was after, but she did know he would do whatever it took to keep her alive until then. It wasn’t reassuring, but it wasn’t overly concerning either. With immortals, you accepted what they offered—because they could rarely be talked out of it—and you tried not to take offense at ninety percent of what they said.

Midestol scowled at her answer, but he didn’t reply. She took the lead about thirty minutes into the walk, and she could sense his eyes on her every movement. He was judging her condition, and she vaguely wondered if he had figured out that her seizures were now triggered by utter exhaustion in any form: too much magic, too much exercise, and possibly too much thought.

She felt him arm up with magic ten minutes after she had taken point. Deciding not to comment, she also declined to arm herself in any form. In part because she feared it would trigger a seizure. Since she was headed to safety—though it was almost a sad day when Nivaradros was considered ‘safe’—there wasn’t any need for her to carry protection. Unless Midestol decided to break his binding to attack her.

When their destination was in sight, Z let out a sigh of relief. She was exhausted, and her condition was now teetering towards delicate again. Nivaradros was waiting on the top of the small grassy hill, and he was in his native form. As a result, his tail coiled tightly around the lower parts of the hill, and Z doubted there was room for Midestol and her beside him. His giant head moved to view her the moment she cleared the last set of rocks that lined the path to the hill, and she saw his eyes soften in color for half a second before they began to blaze anew as Midestol stepped out behind her.

“I do not see Ksiria,” the Dark Mage accused darkly, grabbing her right arm and sending magic coursing through her veins.

“It’s hard to see anyone else with the Dragon’s presence being a masking agent,” Z managed to say between her clenched lips as Midestol dragged her closer to the Dragon before suddenly stopping. The twinges of a seizure began and she could only hope it didn’t fully strike.

“Nivaradros, don’t!” she added sharply as the Dragon’s talons began to dig into the earth beneath them as though the ground wasn’t dry and hard from drought.

He paused, but his eyes blazed. “Let her go,” he hissed tightly at Midestol. With the distance between them, it was a testament to the power of a Dragon’s voice that the order could be easily heard despite the low tone used.

“Not until I know this isn’t a trap. Where is Ksiria? Where is my granddaughter?” Midestol demanded. “Tell me, Warlord, or I will crush Zimliya’s throat.”

“That’ll get you on her good side,” the Dragon sneered before nodding at Z, who was standing patiently within Midestol’s dangerous hold. When Midestol’s orange eyes narrowed, Nivaradros sighed. “You don’t get it, do you? Zimliya is your granddaughter, you idiotic mortal mage!”

Midestol released her at once. Z sidestepped away from him and hurried to the Dragon’s side. Nivaradros’s right wing extended until it could wrap around her and then it snapped back to his side, bringing her quickly, but gently, to him. Warmth quickly encircled her form and she leaned against the Dragon with relief. Her tremors slowly began to settle, and she sank even deeper against the Dragon.

The Dark Mage was watching her intently and with a hint of surprise and disbelief. As both were much preferred over anger, Z let out a soft sigh and waited for someone to speak again.

“Impossible,” Midestol declared softly a few minutes after Nivaradros’s words. He studied her, but he didn’t seem furious over what he’d been told.

“Actually, it’s not,” Nivaradros countered. “But if you would prefer, I can call myself your granddaughter. There are just the small details of different sex, race, and oh, age that you would have to overlook, but I am sure it could be done.”

Z cringed. It had been a while since Nivaradros had been that sarcastic. He also generally followed it up with worse until things escalated into battle. Since she didn’t really want a fight between Midestol and the Dragon to start now, she sighed and added her voice to the conversation.

“Why do you think my other grandfather was so determined on my demise? Or torturing me? Or handing me over to you so you could kill me. He hated my existence, Midestol. And he hated me because I was a reminder of whom Prince Kevei had married.”

“He hated you,” Midestol inserted smoothly, “because you were a direct reminder of me. You carry—I shall discover if it is true or not—my blood. My magic. You had the potential for my talents. He was never going to allow you to survive. It is why your parents were both willing to come to my lands and live there. He had ordered his son to kill his wife and you, or just you. Your father refused, and your mother—my daughter—sought my help.”

She took a step away from Nivaradros, and he let her, but she paused just out of reach of Midestol. “You claim you didn’t kill them.”

“It was my men who murdered them,” Midestol replied angrily, “but those were not the orders I sent them with. My Lianneta knew what was at stake, so she beseeched her husband to give life in my lands a chance. She had already asked me if I would allow you to survive—to grow—and I had already agreed. I was angry in her choice for a husband, yes, but your father was talented in magic, talented in fighting, and exceptionally intelligent. I knew there was potential for you to be something that had never been seen before, and I wanted the chance to see it manifest. And Lianneta was my daughter, she wanted you, and I could not deny her the right to have you.”

It was the Dragon who broke the deadly silence. “And the former King of Tenia?” he breathed as the end of his tail tapped the ground dangerously.

“As I already stated, he attempted to get the prince to get his wife to miscarry, or to slay the abomination—his words, not mine—she carried when it was born. Naturally I was unpleased to learn of this,” Midestol drawled with a cutting smile. “But the prince kept nothing from Lianneta, and she kept little from me when it had to do with dangers to her and Kevei. She asked for my aid, and I agreed, but the prince drove a hard bargain that nearly broke the deal.”

“What did he want?” Z pressed when Midestol fell silent, apparently lost in the memory. It was difficult to see him like this. If anyone—anyone—had told her Midestol would act like this, she wouldn’t have believed it. She almost couldn’t accept it now.

“The ability to pull you from my grasp at any time, and to be present during any and all lessons I gave you—or ordered you to have. He didn’t want you to end up like me—or your mother—but he was willing to acknowledge you would need training if any of the talents and magic you presumably would inherit did take hold. He wasn’t a teacher. He knew that as well, so he agreed to let me instruct you, but he wanted a hand in your education so you would hopefully end up ‘good,’ as he termed it.”

Midestol’s smile was bitter. “I agreed, and then planned to have him meet his end in an accident once you and Lianneta were settled in my lands. That was my original plan, but my daughter knew me well and changed things more to her liking. She told me that if anything happened to Kevei, she would take you and leave. Obviously, I did not want that, so instead of planning to kill your father I ended up wasting time making sure I could keep him alive and well enough.”

Since she could imagine how difficult it would have been to keep her father alive—had he ever made it to Midestol’s lands—she could easily comprehend the difficulty Midestol had been working with. Not to mention the agitation he had probably been suppressing over the son of one of his enemies living in his lands as a free man. Still, for anyone with a heart or a sense of morals, it wouldn’t have been difficult at all. Forcing herself to remember Midestol for who he was, Z distanced herself mentally and took a step back into the Dragon’s shadow.

Midestol saw her move and his smile was slightly cutting. “I take it there is too much water under the bridge?”

“The bridge,” Z replied in a cold and emotionless tone, “was swept away over a decade ago, and the waters that did it have only gotten higher since then.”

“Ah,” the Dark Mage replied with a nod of his head. “Not even knowing I searched for you would help?”

“My life has been difficult,” Z snapped. “You started it by killing my parents.”

“I did not mean for them to die!” Midestol howled at her. “My men were sent to gather them—and you—and bring them safely to my lands, but apparently the former King of Tenia wouldn’t accept that! He had someone countermand my orders and my men were foolish enough to go with it. The damage was done while I sat waiting in the house my daughter had picked out for the three of you. I learned too late, Ksiria—”

“Zimliya,” she corrected icily.

Midestol glanced at her, but otherwise didn’t acknowledge her words. “They are dead,” he told her flatly. “But their deaths were far too short, given the damage they did.” She realized he spoke of the men he had sent and held her tongue. “I did look for you,” he added softly. “But as you were less than a week old, and since I had not yet seen you, I had little chance of finding you. My spies heard nothing but of your death, and it wasn’t until the fourteen-year-old bitch showed up on my lands claiming to be you that I had another lead to follow. Even then there was little. You hide your magic so well, and it is so different from Lianneta’s—”

“She is an Arbais mage,” Nivaradros inserted coldly. “And as such she wouldn’t be anything like your daughter.”

Midestol ignored Nivaradros completely. “Thinking back on all the times we have met, I should have known you,” he said quietly as his eyes shaded to their amber and read her intently. “You reminded me of her—hells, even of the prince—with your actions, your words, and your power.” His eyes held hers, and then he sighed and reached into a pocket. “But all of this could be a very well-played game on your end. I wish to ascertain, beyond a doubt, who you are. Come here.”

Nivaradros growled softly when she moved forward again, but she had nothing to fear from Midestol now. As she reached a distance that was close enough for him to touch her, but far enough away that he would have to reach, she paused. The ancient mortal mage pulled out a delicately carved bracelet and held it out to her. Seeing her brow rise slightly, he smiled.

“A ring is slightly out of fashion at the moment,” he explained. “You don’t keep up with trends, but I was unsure of whether or not Ksiria would. It performs the same purpose as the ring, and if you are attempting to lie to me you will find your lifespan will be measurable in seconds.”

Snorting, Z extended her left hand and rolled up her sleeve to display an unadorned, but scarred, wrist. “My lifespan is already measured in seconds,” she muttered as he placed the silver chain over her wrist and clasped the ends together.

Nothing happened. No instant death and no brilliant display of light. Instead, the bracelet lay calmly against her skin as though there was nothing magical about it, which she knew was false, because she had sensed the damn thing the whole way here. Glancing at Midestol, she could see his eyes shifting back to orange. Apparently, the bracelet was supposed to put on a light show of some kind. Reaching over with her right hand, she lightly traced the interwoven strands of pure silver and felt a slight shudder in the metal as she did so. A moment later the light began, but it was a soft, peaceful glow of power, and it surrounded her protectively. The warmth it brought she surrendered to with caution, but when nothing bad came about, she relaxed completely and let the spell examine her closely.

“Soooo,” Midestol murmured softly in seeming amazement. “You are who you say.” He watched her with surprise and a hidden emotion she couldn’t name. He approached her then and raised his hand to her face. She didn’t even move when it made contact. “Granddaughter,” he murmured in disbelief. “After all this time.”

“Don’t let it go to your head,” she said stiffly, ruining the moment by stepping away. “This doesn’t make everything between us vanish.”

“Oh, that I do know,” Midestol breathed with a small smile. “But now this makes this even more enjoyable. You have always been a formidable, impressive, and surprising opponent; this should only make things more interesting.” He watched her without blinking, and then sighed and shook his head. “You have united the races I strove for four millenniums to break apart. You’ve repaired that damage and more within a decade. The heirs of all the kingdoms are remarkable, and the bond between them makes them dangerous in a way their elders never were. Again, it is extraordinary.”

He glanced at Nivaradros. “And you seem to have earned the double-sided respect of the most powerful and dangerous Dragon to have ever walked this world, and possibly most of the other worlds where Dragons exist as well.”

Nivaradros snorted but managed to keep from insulting Midestol with obvious effort. “If we’re through—” he growled after an extended silence had passed.

Z glanced at Midestol. “I am,” she said quietly.

Turning to the Dragon, she felt Midestol’s hand touch her shoulder, and she reacted without thought. Kicking her left leg out sharply behind her, she grabbed Midestol’s wrist, rolled under his grasp, and threw him to the side as her right leg connected with his knees. It was a fluid, singular motion, and it was fast enough he didn’t have time to reply.

She expected anger from him; she got laughter instead. It was a deep laugh that had no condescension and, more importantly, no rage behind it. Midestol got to his feet slowly and brushed the strands of grass his fall had broken from his knees.

“I probably deserved that,” he admitted evenly. But his eyes were dangerous, and he quickly stepped away from Nivaradros when he realized the Dragon was within snapping distance of him.

Z didn’t reply, but she returned to Nivaradros’s side and rested her head against his chest; it was the only part of her that could reach. Watching Midestol intently, she slowly removed his bracelet and tossed it to him. He caught it with ease, but his eyes grew decidedly more orange.

“I’m not yours,” she told him flatly. “We share blood, nothing more. Perhaps if you had found me early on, or if your original plan had come to pass, things would have been different between us, but they’re not. We are, and will always be, enemies. Even when we have to work beside one another to accomplish a similar goal, we will still never be even the most tentative of allies. If there was a chapter in my life where it was possible—if there were several—they have been erased and written over. I will acknowledge you as my grandfather when pressed, but otherwise I will go on as I have been, without claiming any family.”

He nodded slowly. “And if, the first time we had met, I hadn’t tortured you?” he asked her softly.

“Then perhaps I would have been your most trusted warrior. That door is past closed though, Midestol. You and I have a relationship the King of Tenia and I could have never had. I respect your power. I respect you. I dislike, however, how you use your power and what you seek. You are, however, a worthy opponent, and I have learned much from you. And yes,” she added bleakly, “we have traits in common. I can be as cold as you when I must, and I could so easily become you it frightens me. But I have made my choice, Midestol. I stand where I stand.”

He nodded again. “It is a shame,” he told her quietly.

She shrugged and glanced at Nivaradros, glanced up since his head was so high in his native form. “Perhaps,” she conceded, “but without the life I lived I wouldn’t have met a group of extraordinary races, and I wouldn’t have the control or knowledge of magic that I do. I wouldn’t know how to achieve things so many told me were impossible, and I wouldn’t have ever truly learned about trust, and friendship. They are both difficult to achieve, and harder still to keep, but they are worth it.”

“I will have to take your word for it,” Midestol replied with a sardonic smile. He turned the bracelet over in his hand and then turned as if to leave. “Ksiria?”

“Zimliya,” she corrected immediately.

“Will you consider coming to my lands. Not as a captive, and not as a bargaining chip, but as family? Not to stay,” Midestol added as he turned back to her. His eyes pinned her to where she stood. “But to visit. I swear I will not harm you in the slightest. You may even spy on me if it amuses you.”

A smile touched her lips. It was cold, calculating, and it gave away nothing. She turned his words over in her mind in silence for some time before she finally inclined her head stiffly once. “I will consider it,” she offered with care at long last. “I will not make any promises, Midestol. You and I are two very, very different humans, and I am on a time limit,” she added.

“Somehow, I assume you will escape your fate, if I don’t kill you before you can,” he told her with a touch of blunt honesty in his tone. “But I will leave word with my people; should you come, you are to be allowed passage without harm.” He glanced again at the Dragon and his smile grew colder. “I expect you to keep her safe from threats I have orchestrated, and from those more locally grown.”

Nivaradros snorted. “If we cannot agree on anything else, we can agree on that,” he answered finally, to Z’s open astonishment. “Her life belongs to me.” The last word carried the weight and threat of a Dragon’s protection, and Z declined to comment. So far Nivaradros hadn’t attacked Midestol—insulted him, yes, but attacked him no—and she wanted to keep it that way. She was, however, slightly concerned over the Dragon’s words.

There was a soft chuckle, and then a sharp blast of magic. When the sensation faded, Midestol was gone and Z felt the weight this meeting had brought vanish at long last. A touch of familiar envy struck her. She wished she could just vanish like he could—like the Mithane, and a few of the other ancient rulers could. With enough time, she suspected she could accomplish the same thing, but her time was ending. Leaning against Nivaradros’s front left leg, she let out a sigh of relief, and only moved when she felt him beginning to shift forms. Arms encircled her from behind protectively, and while she stiffened automatically, she took comfort in the contact in a way she never had before.

“Thank you for coming,” she said quietly.

“As if I would let you meet him on your own over such a delicate matter,” the Dragon snorted softly. His hold was lighter now, less protective, and she could feel him relaxing. “How is your human mind accepting this?” he wanted to know.

“As well as possible as I just told the man who has been trying to kill me for the past thirteen years that I am of his blood.” She leaned into his hold at long last. “If things had gone differently—”

“Don’t dwell on that, Zimliya,” Nivaradros advised. “They didn’t go differently. Your parents died. You were orphaned, abused, and neglected until you managed to escape the hands that were trying to break you forever. Then, you were raised by a group of very suspicious mortals that sealed your fate of being untrusting. You make immortals seem friendly and open in comparison. I will admit you are getting better,” the Dragon added.

Her smile was faint. “I’m human. It was bound to happen at some point.” Inhaling with care, she flinched slightly at the feel of her body—it was planning a possible seizure. Clamping down on it automatically, she reached for the power in Nivaradros’s amulet, and let out a sigh of relief as the pressure that had been building vanished at once.

“You seem to have mastered that,” the Dragon mused thoughtfully. He still hadn’t released her, and given his hold, she doubted he would until she asked, or demanded.

“It has yet to be tested in battle, and I am certain at some point the price of the Shades will once again overpower me,” she pointed out grimly before shaking her head. “And how is Istuion handling the influx of immortals that seem to be growing by the day?”

Nivaradros snorted. “As well as the race of midgets could be expected to handle it.” She felt his position shift behind her. “Although Zyrhis is said to have kissed you.”

Oh. She had completely forgotten about that. Stiffening at once, she struggled in vain against the Dragon’s hold. If she wanted to break free, magic or weapons would be the only way, and she wasn’t willing to risk harming the Dragon permanently.

“What of it?” she demanded frostily.

She felt Nivaradros stir slightly in surprise. “Well he’s obviously not dead,” Nivaradros pointed out, “but rumor has it you were displeased with him. I am curious as to why. You didn’t harm him after all, which, with your history, almost implies you were torn in your options.”

Damn the Dragons for their curiosity. Sighing loudly, she struggled again against his hold. “Because I don’t care for him that way. I don’t care for anyone that way!” she added vehemently. “And I am so sick and tired of either being asked, or having a move made on me, that I was tempted to stab him,” she admitted stiffly. “But he’s too promising of a ruler to justify it.”

“Ah,” the Dragon breathed in surprise. He released her, and she stumbled away from him in relief. “So, this has to do with your mortality.”

How in the hells had he gotten there? Z opened her mouth to argue, but she shut it almost immediately. He was, curse him to the depths of the caverns beneath the seas, right, of course. Her mortality—especially now—was something she didn’t want anyone else to have to deal with. Certainly not any more than they already had to. Predominantly because the first time most of the heirs had been with her when she had been severely wounded the majority of them had not handled it well. Getting close to any of them now could possibly endanger their ability to rule with a level head later on. It was the main reason she was so cautious about offering them friendship. Zyrhis, she knew, could take it if he set his mind upon it, but several of the others could not.

“Does it matter?” she wanted to know as the heat left her tone in the first word.

The Dragon shrugged. “Yes, and no,” he admitted. “Yes, because I do not plan to let you die, but no, because it doesn’t change how I view you.”

“Why is mortality so hard for you to accept?” she snapped at him as her anger boiled over again. “It’s not as if I sprung this on you—or anyone else for that matter!”

Nivaradros didn’t answer. Instead he simply turned and began to stroll down the hill in the direction of Istuion. Growling obscenities under her breath, Z hurried to follow him. He was in enough of a mood, she knew, that he would happily leave her behind. With how her luck had been going since her return, Z didn’t want to be stuck in the middle of nowhere without the Dragon’s aid on the off chance she had one of her unavoidable seizures. Plus, she knew it would only make the Dragon’s mood worse if she got injured, captured, or killed because she hadn’t been following him.

“You seem rather used to your lesser form now,” she remarked offhandedly after they had been walking the better part of an hour. It was nearing dusk now, and Z knew that she was walking her fine line of danger with her suppressed condition.

“I am not sure the words are ‘used to,’” Nivaradros replied curtly, “but I am certainly less opposed to it than I was originally. It does have a few uses—not many,” he added quickly as his eyes brightened dangerously. “But it is rather hard to stitch up injuries in my natural form, and since you are so fond of acquiring injuries that require at least that, having hands has been a small benefit of an otherwise almost useless form.”

She decided not to comment on all the uses she had seen him find for his lesser form. Right now, it would probably be a life-ending comment, and she didn’t feel like pushing the Dragon. “How is the Syallibion kingdom faring with the Mithane, the Islierre, and the Thinyen all within its bounds?” she pressed, asking the question more directly this time.

“Well, when I left, no one was dead,” Nivaradros replied dryly. “But Zyrhis had sent Crilyne to go babysit the Mithane. Apparently, he was beside himself with anger when he learned you had not only left the palace but left the kingdom. Due to his current mood, Zyrhis thought it would be prudent to keep him out of the halls and preoccupied on not starting a war between his kingdom and the Dralations.”

“Probably a lifesaving move on his part,” Z muttered.

“Indeed,” Nivaradros agreed. “But Dyiavea and Shevieck seem to be getting along just fine, and Dyiavea is attempting to summon the Islierre’s son.” He glanced over his shoulder at her, but for once she didn’t insert the heir’s name at the end of his sentence.

Clearly that was the wrong thing to do. Nivaradros turned easily to face her and he watched her with concern. “Z?” he asked quietly as he held her eyes with his.

“It’s just been a long day,” she told him, but it was a weak excuse and he called her on it. Sighing, she struggled to find a way to explain her thoughts without angering him. “I really don’t want to walk in on a group of immortals plotting away my life.”

“That would be depressing,” the Dragon agreed. “And since you are a mortal, it is also something they would probably do.” Reading her expression with ease she thought would never have come to him, Nivaradros sighed. “We could go to my lair for a few weeks,” he offered tentatively. As he wasn’t big on the whole sharing thing, his offer was unexpected. It was also blatantly obvious he was hoping she wouldn’t accept.

She managed a smile. “I wouldn’t want to intrude,” she told him softly. “And Veilantras has a habit of dropping by there—you told me you didn’t want any Dragon to come across me for a while,” she reminded him.

She saw the relief touch his eyes. “Good point,” he said quickly. “Is there somewhere else nearby you could stay—that I could follow—where you could avoid the plotting for a time?”

Yes, but not if she wanted to start taking back the kingdoms that had been stolen from their rightful rulers. As long as she was well enough to fight, she planned on helping the rulers who had been ousted from their kingdoms. In fact, due to how well she was doing right now, she planned on helping them regardless.

“If I don’t do something, Midestol will succeed in ruining the last decade or so of hard work I have put in to repair the relations between all of the kingdoms that are part of the Alliance,” she whispered at long last. “Therefore, I cannot leave, Nivaradros. I will just have to weather the comments and the advances as best I can.”

She saw anger touch the Dragon’s eyes, but he nodded in agreement and began to walk again. It took him about fifteen minutes to realize she wasn’t up to stretching her stride—three of her steps equaled one of his—and he slowed his pace noticeably.

“You should eat something when we return,” he advised her mildly.

“Don’t mother me,” she answered brusquely. She barely had a second’s warning before Nivaradros roughly threw her up against a tree and pinned her there.

“I can do whatever I please in regard to your health,” he hissed dangerously. “Do you understand me? After everything I have been through keeping you alive lately you don’t have any right to tell me I am not allowed to worry about you.” He released her abruptly and moved several feet away, but his anger hadn’t dispersed. A boulder ended up taking the brunt of his rage, and since dust was the only thing left in its wake after he punched it, Z knew just how furious the Dragon was.

“Nivaradros?” she called tentatively.

“Never again,” he answered heatedly. “Don’t you ever tell me that again.”

Since she wasn’t good at accepting help on the best day, she wondered if he knew how much he was asking. “Fine,” she told him slowly after an extended pause.

Exhaling fire at the nearest burnable object, the Dragon kept his back to her for several more minutes before he suddenly straightened and began to walk again. Z let out the breath she had been holding with relief and quickly moved to follow. It had been months since Nivaradros had acted that dangerously towards her. She knew, deep down, that he had a point, but she also knew that if she didn’t set ground rules regarding that point, he would walk all over her. Right now, however, was not the time to broach the topic, and she managed to follow him in a fairly solid silence for another couple of hours.

They halted just inside the Syallibion border, where the trees began to thicken and hide the many paths to the Syallibion castle, and the Dragon began to pace. Not understanding his actions, Z watched him, but the Dragon ignored her for several minutes. “Nivaradros?” she finally called when she grew tired of his pacing.

“Veilantras appears to be waiting for our return,” he answered softly. “We have to stay here until she decides to leave.”


Chapter 11

“You honestly think Veilantras would kill me over this?” Z inquired in bewilderment as she stared at Nivaradros.

The Dragon’s eyes were still flashing with anger, but he said nothing immediately, which was sadly more of a positive thing than most would have suspected. “No,” he said at long last. “But she would be obligated to tell others, and they would certainly come after you.” She opened her mouth to speak, and Nivaradros sighed. “I am the Warlord,” he reminded her bluntly. “They are not imprudent enough to come after me.”

Z snorted. She’d seen them attack him before. “And they are stupid enough to come after me?”

“Well, with your current state, I believe you would be more susceptible to their attacks, so it wouldn’t be as foolish a move as it would have once been,” Nivaradros pointed out before he exhaled again and turned to face her. “Are you finished with your ridiculous idea that I am not allowed to express concern for your wellbeing?”

One day the Dragon was going to have to get over his moods without her giving in first. Today, however, was probably not the day to try to force the issue. “Are you going to slam me up against something again if I say no?” she countered coldly.

Smoke escaped when the Dragon snorted, but his eyes did darken a few shades. “Possibly. It depends on how much I want to kill you after you finish speaking.”

He watched her without so much as a twitch, a sign he wasn’t thinking too hard on that thought. When she didn’t add anything to the conversation, Nivaradros snorted smoke once more and shook his head.

“You are the most aggravating, intelligent, powerful, and insane mortal I have ever met—actually aggravating, intelligent, powerful, and insane being I have ever met.” He rolled his shoulders uncomfortably. “But I have grown used to most of your habits and ways, even the ones I despise.”

It was a Dragon’s apology, and Z accepted it with ease that had come from years of dealing with Dragons—and other immortals, to be honest. It was also about as close as Nivaradros would come to confirming he cared for her. Since she had simply assumed he was staying around for whatever he hoped to achieve with her, it was nice to hear, and it reaffirmed the trust she had put in him as a friend. She couldn’t reply—her throat was suddenly and annoyingly tight—and she turned her gaze away for several minutes until she could relax.

“I’m not great at accepting aid from anyone—aid of any kind,” she finally sighed. It was her way of mirroring the Dragon’s apology. Sometimes the Dragons had the right idea when it came to how to approach things, and this was one part of their culture she loved and utilized often.

“No,” Nivaradros agreed quietly. “You are getting better, to a point, but perhaps you should try to accept assistance more readily.”

“And not bite the head off of the Dragon who offers it?” she replied wryly.

She felt his laughter before she heard it. “That would probably be advisable for both parties,” he told her as she turned to face him.

His smile was surprisingly soft, but his eyes still carried an edge. He was still angry—at her—but the anger was fading. It would, however, probably take at least a week for the majority of that rage to slip away. It would possibly take up to a year for all of it to be erased. Or he could hold a small grudge for the rest of her life. She was going to hope that wasn’t the case.

“You should rest,” Nivaradros finally mentioned some hours later. When she started to bristle, the Dragon exhaled with fire. “Are we already going to go through this again?” he demanded in a brittle tone. “You are weak—far, far weaker than I think you even know—and I am not losing you yet. You survived telling Midestol he was your grandfather. I would like to see that effort wasn’t wasted because you freeze to death tonight. I can sense your exhaustion and condition from over here. While you might not feel the injuries you still haven’t recovered from, I can taste them on the air. For once, Zimliya, do not argue with me. I only have so much patience, and it is not as vast as you seem to believe it is.”

She sat on her own anger with effort. She was tempted to argue because it was easier—more familiar—than giving in. But at the same time, she had already gone through this with the Dragon today, and she knew he wasn’t bluffing when he said he was at the end of his patience. Having seen the results when his temper finally emerged in full, she knew better than to let it, though it was still very tempting.

“Nivaradros—” she began.

“I told you to go to bed,” he responded tightly.

“I was thinking—”

“That you want to send me to an early grave?”

“—that perhaps we should return to Istuion.”

“Which is proof you truly do need to sleep.”

“If Veilantras is looking for you—or me—being out here won’t solve the problem. It will just delay the inevitable,” Z finished in exasperation.

“I will handle it. Go be human for all of a couple hours so my urge to kill you fades,” Nivaradros growled. “Right now, I am having the hardest of times recalling why you are still alive. And I know there is a very good reason, so I would rather not make it irrelevant because I made the mistake of eating you after you drove me past the level of patience that any other being would have dared to breach.” When she didn’t reply, Nivaradros roared and moved fast enough that she couldn’t block his movements in time.

“Please don’t push me any further tonight,” he asked softly in a voice that caused her skin to crawl at the threat and the power he exposed within it. “It has been a very long day. And I am tired of repeating myself. Let it go tonight, Z. Let it go.”

If he only knew how much she wanted to and couldn’t. “Nivaradros—” she tried to explain.

And he surprised her, he instantly backed off. Closing his eyes to hide his mood, she saw his shoulders slump as he settled. “Alright,” he sighed without smoke or fire following the word. “Perhaps I need to approach with a different angle.” His hands clenched and unclenched, but his stance remained ready for action—ready to attack. “What do you seek?” he half-demanded.

She stared at him wordlessly, and instead of getting even more irate with her, the Dragon seemed to deflate. “It is possible this is a side-effect from our wonderful experiment,” he conceded. “That would make this not entirely your fault.” He watched her while he mused his way through whatever it was he was thinking. The result, however, clearly didn’t sit well with him. “Come,” he ordered gently at long last.

“Now where are you dragging me to?” Z asked sourly.

“My lair,” the Dragon replied tightly, clearly hating it.

“What—? Didn’t we already go through that?” she sputtered.

“Not well enough, apparently,” the Dragon grumbled, but despite his immense loathing of the idea, he was more accepting of it now than he had been the first time. “It’s alright,” he added when she didn’t move. “It is the safest place for you right now.”

“Oh really?!” she inquired sarcastically.

“Yes,” the Dragon replied with a tone that mimicked hers. “Really.” She stared at him again and Nivaradros cursed under his breath in several languages that weren’t his own. Since Dragon didn’t lend itself to whispering, it was understandable, but surprising. “You have a decent amount of blood from a Dragon running through your veins,” he explained patiently. “There is a fairly good chance—I am willing to assume this much—that it is affecting your mood, and some of your human necessities: sleep, for instance. My lair is the safest place for you,” he repeated with the tone of someone who was stating the obvious for the thousandth time. “It is designed, magicked, and tuned to a Dragon. If nothing else, it will offer us some chance of hiding your condition and state from Veilantras if she comes to call.”

And she wanted to argue again. Opening her mouth was easy, closing it without saying something wasn’t. The Dragon watched her fight with herself and his anger softened further. “I am going to murder the Shade,” he declared darkly. “He didn’t mention this possibility.”

She declined to answer, and instead she worked to keep herself from responding to anything he had said earlier with a negative or argumentative tone. “Nivaradros,” she managed at long last.

It was enough. Shaking his head and muttering darkly about the ill effects magic occasionally brought about, the Dragon moved to her side. “Do you think you could manage to agree to let me fly you there?” he wanted to know. “Or should I just seize you in my talons and carry you there kicking and screaming?”

“I’m not screaming,” she pointed out softly. “Or kicking,” she added with a smile. “Just—”

The Dragon’s smile was dark, but strangely reassuring. “I know.”

She ended up managing to allow Nivaradros to carry her on his back. It took another thirty minutes and a lot of patience from the Dragon, but in the end, she quit trying to argue with him and he shifted to his native form. Once they were airborne, she began to relax. The air currents were smooth and surprisingly warm for the time of year, and the feel of the Dragon’s wings felt homelike.

She blinked at the direction of her thoughts and scowled. Glancing over the side of the Dragon, she gave up the idea of jumping when she realized she couldn’t see the ground because the Dragon was soaring above the first layer of clouds—she wasn’t that suicidal. Remaining where she was instead, Z let her eyes close and just gave in to her delight of flying.

Nivaradros landed smoothly about five hours later. The moon was beginning to ready itself to fall back beneath the horizon, and the Dragon’s lair was encased in shadows. He lowered himself as much as possible for her to slide off and his right wing stabilized her as she hit the ground. A snort of smoke, however, informed her he wasn’t impressed with her balance.

“Human, remember?”

“Only when you force me to.” Nivaradros glanced to the cave he claimed as his own. “Come.” He moved his bulk to the entrance to his home. The sheer size of it was astonishing—the mouth leading to the depths he had carved out himself dwarfed him, and little dwarfed a Dragon in their native form. When he noticed she wasn’t dogging his steps, he paused and stood in the entry—his neck swiveling around so he could regard her in open confusion.

She hesitated even when he stared at her in something close to annoyance, but with more heat—though it wasn’t anger. “This is your home. I don’t … I don’t want to intrude.” The revulsion she felt at taking another step was shocking and something she couldn’t explain. She felt as if she was violating his home—his space—and even with his permission, she could not force herself to take a step forward.

“I promise you, it is safe.”

“It’s not safety that concerns me, Nivaradros. This is yours. You don’t generally allow mortals within it unless you plan to kill them—”

“I’m not planning to kill you, although you are making it tempting.”

“I don’t want you breaking some unspoken rule within your domain for me.”

“As it is my domain, it is therefore my right to break any rule I choose. Z, I promise you it is alright for you to enter. I appreciate your restraint and your concern, but you have been inside before—without permission, I might add—so you really shouldn’t be so standoffish.”

“This is different.”

“Yes. It is. You have permission this time.” Nivaradros watched her closely. “Ah. It seems you have reluctance to enter because of what I did to you. I understand now. Z, you have my permission to enter my domain freely and I give you that permission for both parts of your blood.” When she still didn’t move, the Dragon sighed. “This could make things decidedly more annoying. If the dragon blood in your veins is holding you back, and my lair won’t accept my invitation to you, as it normally would, I don’t know what to do short of knocking you over the head and dragging your unconscious form into my lair.”

She held up her hands hopelessly. “I … I can’t, Nivaradros. It’s possibly the worst sensation I have ever felt. I cannot come any closer.”

“I am definitely going to murder the Shade. Zimliya de la Nepioa, I give you my word that you are granted entry here. Freely.” Green eyes edged towards neon. “I seek your presence in my domain and lair!” the Dragon finally snapped through clenched teeth.

That time she felt something. A lessening of the chain that had been wrapped around her heart. Wincing at the feel of something being granted, she finally managed to stagger a step forward. That first step was awkward, but every other one after it was normal. Seeing she could finally move, Nivaradros stepped back and offered her space. He was still Dragon, and his form was causing her skin to twitch. It angered her—she had been fine being around him since she awoke until now after all—and she tried to push through it.

She was tempted to give him permission to kill Crilyne, tempted to tell him how to kill the Shade. Of course, that thought made her also tempted to kill the Dragon. She had been okay with death—she had accepted it—until he had intervened. Now, if she was following things correctly, she was even closer to being immortal than her power had already brought her, but it was a half-state, and one that brought too many problems to count to the table. She could honestly say she preferred the seizures to this, and those, she also knew, were not truly gone.

And he saw it. Nivaradros saw her anger and he shifted abruptly to his inferior form, the form he loathed and yet constantly wore because it was the only form she had. Approaching her with care, Nivaradros extended his now human appearing hand.

“Zimliya,” he whispered softly, “come.” There was no force and no order in that tone. If anything, there was pity, something else she hated.

Still, she nodded slowly and took the hand he offered with ease. She heard him let out a sigh of relief, and then he led her through the opening to the home he had created following his exile. She felt something akin to spider webs as she walked through the mouth of the cave, but it was a light magic, and it welcomed her without pause. She had his permission, but even though the blood in her veins came from him, it was clear the protections around his lair didn’t consider it safe. Despite all of her research into the Dragon race, she hadn’t come across this in such a powerful way.

There was clearly a reason Dragons rarely fought battles in each other’s lairs; they had to be given permission to enter, and now she understood why that permission generally came with strings. To break the bindings that had been built into the race would take effort, magic, and great sacrifice on behalf of the Dragon who was attempting to circumvent the wards. She could not think of many Dragons who would willingly do that.

Walking down the curving path that led deep into Nivaradros’s private area, Z noticed the walls had gems periodically placed in them, and the stone of the cave was lined with rich veins of gold. It wasn’t surprising—Nivaradros had always had gold in abundance, though he cared little about it—but at the same time she hadn’t come through his underground kingdom this way, so it was breathtaking to see. Light—soft, and yet brilliant enough to keep all shadows at bay—came from somewhere, and she was curious how he managed it. It was a long walk from the entrance to what would probably have been called a foyer in any other place this fine. Nivaradros was watching her intently, and she knew he was pleased with her open surprise and curiosity. She was admiring his home, and, within Dragon culture, it was the highest honor she could offer him.

“Does it meet your approval?” Nivaradros finally asked as she walked away from him and ran her fingers through the small pond he had probably magicked up through the floor of his mountain. It was pure and untainted by anything, and yet she could sense the power within. Nivaradros was more of an elemental master than she had suspected.

“My approval doesn’t matter,” she murmured. “But it is quite astonishing. I presume I could wander for years and never see everything?”

“A few hundred would probably be sufficient.”

“I don’t have a few hundred years. If I am lucky I have a year—singular.”

“Not if I have anything to say about it.”

His words startled her, and she let her hand pull free of the water to face him. “What?”

“You said you were offered immortality before, several times. You turned it down. There is a chance you will be offered it again. I would ask that you consider accepting it this time.”

“No.”

“Then explain to me why, at least.”

She wished she could. Sighing, she shook her head and glanced up at the ‘ceiling.’ “Did you put stained glass up there?!”

“I smash things. Occasionally I can find use for them. Do you like it?”

Which meant there was a design. Z sighed and let her eyes focus on the massive supposed scene above her head. Dragons could see both up close and distant things with ease because they could adjust their type of vision on command—not so much with mortal eyes, especially those belonging to humans. It took an annoyingly long amount of time, but in the end Z recognized what the Dragon had created. She really didn’t understand him.

“When was this?”

“A couple years after Dyslentio and I started traveling together.”

“Huh.”

“Do you like it?”

“Well, it is certainly something.”

Nivaradros’s eyes were dancing. “I promise I have rooms that will not upset you.”

“Now that I find hard to believe.” She let him lead her away from the room she doubted she would ever be okay with and found herself immediately suspicious of Nivaradros’s inborn magical talents.

“Yessss?” Nivaradros drawled when he sensed her looking at him.

“How many of the elements do you control?”

“I wondered how long it would take you to ask that.”

“Nivaradros—”

“Patience, Zimliya. I am sure you can figure it out if you wait long enough.”

Glowering at the smug smile touching his face, Z exhaled shortly, but didn’t push the issue. She was still feeling confrontational, so she was quite proud of herself for managing to not reply. The better news was that Nivaradros seemed to realize she was having a hard time keeping herself contained—his anger wasn’t appearing at all now, and she knew some of what she said was offensive.

He led her down a hall, or what she was going to call a hall. For all she knew someone with nothing better to do had come up with terms for rooms and walkways designed inside, and from, a mountain. If they had, she was going to find and strangle them while never using a single one of those terms. The human language had too many damn useless words already. The hall was like his foyer in the fact that there was gold running in thick veins on the walls with the occasional unnatural gem to add to the opulence of the area. The hall lit up as they walked and Z felt a familiar—and thankfully small—touch of magic that was the cause behind it.

“How often do you add to this?” Z finally asked.

“That depends. Sometimes I make a lot of changes, and sometimes I don’t even complete a previous project for years.”

Since it had taken them fifteen minutes of wandering aimlessly downward—in Z’s mind—before she realized they were truly going somewhere, Z was convinced the Dragon had too much time on his hands—well, talons. The décor was impressive—she would give him that—and the intricate carvings he had lined his halls with were so realistic that if it hadn’t been for the color of stone, Z would have been drawn into the designs. This was still part of the Dragon’s lair she hadn’t seen before; she had never guessed the Dragon wasn’t just talented in magic and death.

The halls had doors as well—crafted from the mountain—but most of them were closed, warded, and gave off a hint of wrongness that made her skin crawl. She didn’t ask and Nivaradros didn’t volunteer the information. They turned another corner and continued going down, deeper into the mountain. It was a slow decline—steps being useless to a Dragon in their native form—but it was anything but boring.

In one area, Nivaradros had created and enchanted a stone meadow that led into a forest. A magicked wind blew the delicate stone blades of grass and rustled the leaves and branches of the stone trees—even the pond that was entirely stone rippled in that fake wind. Z blinked in surprise at the detail and glanced sidelong at the Dragon. Earth, air, water, and magic. Four of the elements at least were within his control. She wondered about the last three—fire, the absence, and shadow—and then remembered he was a Dragon and amended it to final two. Before she could ask, Nivaradros paused at the end of the living meadow and forest hall and nodded to a set of doors on her right.

“That will be your room for the duration of your stay. It is far enough beneath the surface—and beneath my main rooms—that no visiting Dragons should be able to sense anything amiss.” He opened the doors without touching them or even speaking. Clearly, he felt she hadn’t seen enough of his magical talent yet. “You will find everything you require to be comfortable inside. If you need me at all just say my name—I presume you would rather be left alone?”

The answer was no, but Z blinked in disbelief at the room the doors opened to reveal, and the Dragon made his escape before she could remember how to speak. This had to be the Dragon’s wing—room?—of stone creation. Everything inside had been delicately carved from the mountainside. The room itself was large enough to be considered a wing in most other places on its own, but it was just one room. Though she wasn’t sure if that meant it was in fact a room, or a wing. She was thrown off enough that she dwelled on that much more than she should have.

Entering uncertainly, Z’s eyes were drawn to wisps of motion in the air that seemed to be coming from something in the center of the room. In that center was a ‘pond’ that did contain water—except it was hot enough that steam rose from it, and the water was crystal clear. She assumed it was a bath. She approached it with caution, but when she knelt and ran a hand through the water, she found the temperature was perfect.

Glancing around at the rest of the room, Z slowly exhaled when she found it was beautiful, but thankfully plain. There was a wardrobe that would easily hold every single piece of clothing she owned, from every single race or kingdom, and Nivaradros had made sure to design it to prevent the waste of any space; it was still within the wall. The drawers and the doors pulled and opened outward, but when everything was shut it was as flat as the wall itself. It was also flawless, and Z found it disconcerting enough that she turned away from it to examine something—anything—else.

There was a desk, an end table—if something that large could be considered one—a couch that also remained part of the wall as much as possible and was created from it, minus the cushions, and then there was the bed. Z froze at the sight of it. Dragons did not need or use beds. When they slept—and it was rare—it was always in their native form. Nivaradros had often been beside her while she had slept, but he certainly didn’t use the bed; but there was one here.

She proceeded with all due vigilance since it seemed even more out of place than the rest of the room. It was enormous. Z was fairly certain five humans could sleep comfortably in it without ever being in danger of running into one another, no matter how much of a thrasher any of them was. Like the couch, the bed was carved from the mountain, but it came out of the floor meaning Nivaradros had carved around it intentionally. Which meant the bed was planned.

Alarmed, Z backed up until she was well away from that bed. Very few immortals used them for anything that resembled sleep, and fewer still were the number of immortals that would possibly use a bed that Nivaradros tolerated. Her mind immediately jumped to the conclusion the bed—and the room—had been designed just for her. As this meant Nivaradros had intended to bring her here for some time, Z felt a burning desire to get out of the room—out of the Dragon’s lair—and into hiding. But hiding would throw too many others into harm’s way.

Inhaling deeply and slowly, Z forced herself to approach the bed once more. Due to the size of the frame, Z was curious how Nivaradros had come across the mattress, as that hadn’t been carved out of stone. Neither had the expensively woven and stitched blankets and pillows. Reaching out as though the bed would bite, Z ran her fingers over the silk blankets before her eyes were drawn back to the bath in the center of the room.

Swallowing hard, she disrobed and went to test out the very strange bath in the very upsetting room. The overly large, possibly not-really-a-room. All her unease faded quickly after she had been submerged in the water for a few minutes. The heat relaxed the tight, bruised, battered, and damaged muscles, skin, and tendons that had been plaguing her without making themselves noticed by pain. What she did notice was a freedom of movement she hadn’t realized she was missing. Taking what was possibly going to be the only blessing of the night, Z relaxed in the water, and even managed to ignore the Dragon’s amulet pulsing powerfully against her chest.

Soap appeared from the damn floor next to the bath, and Z regarded it too with suspicion. This whole room had enough magic to set her senses off, but Nivaradros had worked hard—very hard judging by the results—to make the room as least likely to irritate her senses as possible. Even with all the magic he had used, Z could barely feel it, and her senses were tuned in a way no one else’s were. It further confirmed Nivaradros had designed this room for her alone—which only added to her discomfort. Still, she had been left here and she knew better than to push the Dragon in his own home. Washing herself slowly, she gave in to what she couldn’t change.

A towel appeared when she got out. Cursing at the object in a good thirty languages, Z nevertheless dried herself off and headed to the wardrobe to find clothing. Sliding open the bottom drawer, she felt her mouth fall open and didn’t bother to close it. The attire the Dragon had gathered for her was the clothing she was most comfortable in: her Ranger gear. Ditching the towel with relief when she finally worked up the nerve to touch the clothing she couldn’t believe she was seeing, Z changed hastily and then turned back toward the bed. She wondered if Nivaradros would know if she skipped the sleeping part of this whole thing.

The certainty he would indeed know got her to eventually close the drawer and approach the oversized bed. On her way over, the lighting in the room shifted subtly, and her attention was drawn to a previously empty corner—a small table had slid out of the wall and food was slowly appearing upon silver platters. The magic was slight enough to be barely detectable, but the sight was distinctly creepy. It was like having an invisible servant with a mind of their own—or, to be honest, like staying in the lair of a Dragon who was determined to keep her for as long as he desired.

Z could take a hint. When the chair finally appeared, she moved to sit in it. Fruit, some kind of meat, and bread made up the meal. Its simplicity was refreshing given her current mental state, and Z managed to eat what moved from the platters to her plate on its own. Water was the drinking liquid offered, and Z had never been so happy to see it in her life. As she was alone, the meal was undertaken in absolute silence, and when she at last stood, everything vanished from the table before the table and chair vanished back into the wall in a slow and slightly impressive display.

“Dragon, you have had way, way too much time to fine tune your power,” she whispered as she closed her eyes when everything was once again gone. The display of magic had served a greater purpose though; Z was exhausted after everything that had gone on and then the room being so different on top of it. “I am going to have a word with the Dragon in the morning,” Z grumbled darkly as she finally made it to the bed.

It was like getting into air. The covers and blankets were soft enough she could barely feel them against her, and the mattress was either firm enough or soft enough to go unnoticed by her senses as well. Once again, she vaguely wondered how the Dragon had managed all of this, but before she could grow too upset thinking about it, she slipped into a dreamless sleep.

And awoke to yelling. It was muffled, but loud enough to wake her, and Z headed to her doors automatically. Cracking one open, she was surprised to find she knew both voices and what she heard caused her heart to stop.

“You cannot keep her here, Nivaradros!” Veilantras snarled from somewhere above. “Do you have any idea what you are doing here? You will start a war!”

“Only if it is discovered that she is here. So long as the Dragon Council doesn’t open its collectively big mouth and blurt out that I am holding Z, no one will know where she is.”

“I can’t even believe that you brought her here. She is a human, or have you forgotten? What has gotten into you, Nivaradros? You aren’t acting anything like the Dragon I know.”

Nivaradros snorted loudly enough that Z heard it. “Are you so certain of that? I brought Z here for a reason, I have something I want from her and the easiest way to get it is to stay beside her constantly. Right now, she is almost dead, and I have no intention of losing her—therefore losing an enormous amount of time, magic, and effort—before I get what I want. Do not interfere with my plan, Veilantras. I will not accept it well.”

“And after you get whatever it is you want?”

“I will likely kill her myself. She is, after all, only a mortal. A dying human.” The scorn was so thick Z could feel it despite the distance between her and the Dragon speaking. “She has power. She has talent. And, right now, she has a use. That is all she is to me, Veilantras. A slightly useful breathing thing. But I do need her, and I cannot afford to risk losing her to an immortal skirmish or power play. The Shade barely trusts me, so I would rather avoid him at all costs. I also tire of playing the polite, proper Dragon ally. If I remain around anyone else for much longer my mask will drop, and all will be lost. Do you understand? I am only interested in what Z can offer me, I could care less about the girl herself.”

“She trusts you.”

“I worked rather hard for that, but she is a fool to do so. She knows what I am and what I am willing to do to get anything I want. She should have seen this coming.”

“You will start a war. You will weaken everyone. Without Zimliya there is little chance of the Alliance holding, little chance of Midestol being defeated. Nivaradros, I would fight you if I could win to prevent this—”

“But you cannot win against me. I could not care less about the rest of the world. If, and when, Midestol makes his move I will make mine; I can survive any assault he throws at me here, and last time he waged war on the races he left me alone. I am not a target he wants to match.”

“So, you will kill her.”

“Only after I get what I seek. Don’t worry, Veilantras. It is probably still a few weeks away.”


Chapter 12

It is probably still a few weeks away.

The words rang in her mind continuously while Z struggled to accept the meaning behind everything she had overheard the two Dragons discuss—and she was aware she had missed most of the conversation. Closing her eyes with the sense of betrayal she felt, she shuddered, closed the door softly, and returned to the bed. A chill was in the room, and there wasn’t anything she could think of that would shake it.

Once again, she wondered just what the Dragon was after. The idea that the game was this large was easy enough to accept—immortals did nothing small—but what the Dragon had been willing to go through to get her here was concerning. The pulsing amulet over her heart was no longer a comfort, yet she couldn’t force herself to take it off. It did afford her some protection, and if she planned on fighting the Dragon—and she couldn’t make up her mind on that point—she needed all the help she could get since he knew of her weakness right now.

The table emerged from the wall, and the lights overhead flickered once again to draw her attention to it. Fresh fruit and some sort of breakfast cake were upon the table this morning, but Z couldn’t bring herself to even pretend to be hungry. She didn’t bother to leave the bed. She was tempted to contact Crilyne, but there was little the Shade could do that wouldn’t endanger innocent lives, and she was unwilling to waste them just now. The Dragon was correct in one aspect after all—she was already dying.

She didn’t know how long she sat on the bed with her legs drawn up under her chin and her arms wrapped around her knees before the Dragon came to call, but she did know when he entered. Looking up as the doors opened, she met his eyes steadily, but didn’t acknowledge his wordless greeting at all. In fact, she planned to keep silent for as long as possible—her anger was far too raw to put into words.

“You haven’t eaten.”

She didn’t answer, but she did glance over at the still waiting meal on the table that she found eerily impressive. She looked down at the interwoven designs on her sheets and ignored the Dragon until he came and sat beside her on the bed. Only then was it hard to properly ignore his presence, although she still tried. She knew how immortals looked at the world, and she wouldn’t hold it against them, or him. She was from the shortest living race and her people didn’t have the best record for being brilliant or useful.

Occasionally there was one who was—she knew that—but it was a lower number than it should have been in her mind. With the number of humans, due to the quick population jumps, there should have been more humans who could get along with races outside of their own, but there were not. Since she hated the majority of her own race, she wasn’t going to hold it against the Dragon, but she still felt slightly misled. It had been hard to open up enough to grant anyone the title of friend, and she knew her decision hadn’t been popular with anyone else—now she wasn’t sure she knew what the word meant again.

“You heard.”

There was no accusation. No anger. And no guilt. Nivaradros’s tone was even, and it implied the topic at hand was no more important than the talk of the elderly grandmothers Z had heard discussing the weather on a sunny afternoon in Tenia. His expression wasn’t even remotely concerned about the fact she had heard part of his discussion with Veilantras. It caught her off guard. It made everything he had said cut deeper, and Z swallowed to keep from lashing out. It wasn’t his fault—she was the mortal in the arrangement.

“Yes. As you so callously put it, I ‘heard.’” Cursing herself for giving in and answering, Z nevertheless managed to keep her tone fairly level, but the choice of words gave away her anger.

“Z—”

“I get it. You’re an immortal. I’m a human. I understand. My kind are game pieces. Don’t worry—you’re not breaking any rules. I won’t protest, argue, or fight you. You win, Warlord. What do you want from me?”

“Right now, I would like you to listen.”

“I thought gloating was beneath Dragons.”

“It is. Look, Zimliya, if you would like to leave, you may. You may leave immediately without repercussions. I promised you I wouldn’t harm you here, and I meant it.”

“Ah, but once I leave I am fair game?”

“Will you stop that?!” the Dragon suddenly exclaimed. “You are not a target at all! Based on your reaction, I can only imagine Veilantras will have believed every word I said, but you were supposed to be sleeping. By the shadows, Zimliya—how else was I supposed to keep her from seeing you?!”

She flinched at his anger, but his words made little sense, which brought her eyes up to meet his at last. “I overheard what you told her,” she reminded him. “You don’t need to lie to me. I’m a Ranger, we know where humans stand on the chain of power.”

“I am not lying to you. Zimliya, I have no intentions of killing you. The Shade and I worked this little number out to buy some time when I realized my blood in your veins acted like a beacon to other Dragons. I had to keep them away from you somehow. Now that Veilantras believes I am keeping you as something even lower than a pet—something I won’t let even her see—she will tell the Council, and my refusal to let any of them see you is understandable.”

“Yet you want something from me.”

“Of course I do. I have never denied that or implied otherwise.”

“What do you want?”

“I am not inclined to tell you right now.” The Dragon held up a human-seeming hand as she opened her mouth to argue. “It would probably upset you further, and I am trying to undo the damage I already did, not add to it. Z, I am telling you the truth here.” The fact he went back to using her nickname was reassuring, as it meant he was calming down. “What you overheard was a lie. I have no intentions of letting you die, and I have no plans to rush you to a quicker death. You may contact the Shade if you do not believe me.”

She wanted to believe him. He was watching her with the exasperation she knew well, but he was the Warlord for a reason, and it was completely within his range of skills to lie to both her and Crilyne without them even knowing it. Therefore, contacting Crilyne probably wouldn’t accomplish much—other than either alarming or amusing the Shade. Since there was so much going on right now on top of this deal, Z definitely didn’t want to add to anyone else’s burden. She would handle this on her own.

She just hoped she wouldn’t have to kill the Dragon. She wasn’t certain she could with her sporadic seizures, and she still liked him, for a reason she couldn’t fathom. Shuddering at the thought, she closed her eyes, but she managed not to flinch when his hand touched her check. Opening her eyes quickly at that contact, she found his calm green eyes waiting, but fairly relaxed and unthreatening. He was making it so hard not to trust him. All of her senses were either failing or telling her the truth—as he claimed to be—and she, possibly foolishly, couldn’t accept it.

“I should have warned you. It never occurred to me you would overhear that. I forget how much Dragon travels when spoken in general, never mind in a cave.” Nivaradros sighed. His hand moved, and she just closed her eyes as it fell from her cheek to her shoulder and rested there for a minute before falling from her entirely. “Will you truly not consider eating?”

“I’m not hungry.” She forced herself to open her eyes, to watch him, so she could try to find a hint of his deception from his movements.

The Dragon winced at her tone. “Z—” He got up and moved away from her. Turning his back to her, she heard him muttering curses in every language of their world but his own under his breath until he moved to once again face her. “I don’t want to lose what little trust you’ve given me,” he said softly at last. “But if it’s gone then it is gone. At least pretend you want to survive for a little longer. Join me for whatever meal this is.”

“Breakfast,” she replied dryly. She watched as a second chair joined the first at the table, but she still made no move. Part of her wanted to trust Nivaradros, but the part of her that had been through worse balked and caused her to exercise more caution than she probably needed to.

When she hadn’t moved for more than ten minutes, Nivaradros snorted smoke from his seat at the table. “Perhaps I should show you more of the lair instead.”

“I don’t want to intrude, I have seen plenty,” was her chilly reply as she tried to force distance between them.

“No, you haven’t. Come, Zimliya. Allow me to show you one other room.”

Something in his tone made her rise from the bed and follow him to the doors. He offered her his arm, and she hesitated only for a moment before accepting it with as much grace as she could muster since she couldn’t trust him right now. He led her not back the way they had come the previous night, but down deeper into his lair that she was beginning to suspect ran the entire length of the mountain. With the height and breadth of Nivaradros’s chosen home, Z shuddered at the thought of just how many rooms the Dragon probably had created. A couple centuries probably wouldn’t even cover half of them.

He led her down a different hall after making a right, and Z had to stop to catch her breath when she noticed what Nivaradros had done here. He had captured the sea. Clearly, he had gone down to the depths of one of the oceans, or had split the water to either side of him to examine what was normally covered, for he once again had the details down to something that surpassed mere art. Having walked the depths of the ocean both by moving the water to the side and by being surrounded by shadow, Z knew how accurate his depiction was. The types of coral on rocks beneath a ‘shallow reef’ were so real in seeming that the lack of color only came as an afterthought. Z spied starfish, crabs, and at least twenty other types of creatures that called the reef home as Nivaradros continued to lead her through the hall with smug pride at her surprise. There was no water, but the way he had carved—and she reminded herself this had all been done with talons—made the water felt, and there even appeared to be moving waves. Only staring at them for a minute or longer gave away the fact that there was no magic in this hall, just illusions revealed in Nivaradros’s talented work.

She began to follow him more eagerly as the reef gave into the deeper parts of the ocean, and Nivaradros’s hall portrayed everything to the point Z had to constantly remind herself she was in a bloody cave. Sharks, whales, and their prey gave way to creatures that had no names because so few had seen them, and Z felt the chill of the deepest parts of the ocean as Nivaradros led her further down the hall, and seemingly deeper into the ocean. Formations from lava, time, and stone were visible, and Z finally had to stop to touch one.

“Nivaradros,” she finally whispered in surprise as her fingers traced a creature she had never seen before or read about. She glanced up, for this hall was taller than most, which was saying something since all of Nivaradros’s halls could easily support two Dragons walking side by side in their native forms. “This is incredible.”

“You like it?” Since it was obvious she did, Z thought it was a stupid question, but a sidelong glance at the Dragon told her he was truly seeking reassurance. Again, her desire to be furious with the Dragon was fading, and she sighed and tried to hold on to some of her distrust.

“I will never see its equal.”

“No,” he agreed gravely. “But come, Z. This is not what I meant to show you, but I am glad you like it.”

It was a reminder that she was still angry at him, but Z was willing to set her anger to the side in the face of something that could strike her with this much awe. When the hall finally ended, Z almost wanted to stay and walk it for the whole of a day to see everything she knew she had missed. But the Dragon was slightly apprehensive now, and Z wasn’t willing to push him; she still half expected him to kill her despite what he claimed.

A fairly plain stone door was their stopping point at the very end of the hall. The hall continued by turning to the left—and changing displays—but Nivaradros stopped her before she could even see what that hall was displaying or mimicking. The door faded as Nivaradros led her through it, and Z felt her mouth open slightly as a familiar and welcome sight met her eyes.

It was a training court. Her training court, to be precise. Or a mirror image of it. Z walked forward without even thinking, and slowly ran her hands along the edge of the railing that surrounded a training circle for sparring. The fence wasn’t wooden—as it was in the Ranger lands she called home—but the stone had been designed to look just like it, down to the nicks in the wood she remembered.

Slipping under the fence, Z strolled into the circle with something akin to longing. The ground was sand and balanced the same way as hers. A glance up showed her the rope she had placed back home to fight upon. She could work on her balance again. It was how she had gained grace and talent close to the immortals, and she hadn’t been able to work on her coordination for long enough that she was positive it would be lacking. And with her condition’s deterioration since she’d been back, she would definitely need to work on everything once more to be at even half of what she’d been. She doubted she’d be able to return to her former skill set.

Glancing back towards the arena and turning to her right, Z saw a display of weapons that mirrored the ones she normally used—practice all of them—in a stone holding case that had again been built to be a copy of the one she knew. A sudden thought struck, and she spun from where she was to the left almost one hundred and eighty degrees to see a familiar written word that pulsed green in a stone encasement. Z then whirled to face the Dragon and found he hadn’t moved, but he was watching her intently. When her eyes met his, he smiled nervously—that alone was astonishing—and inclined his head in silence.

“Ilentio, activate training,” Z called out sharply. “Level one hundred and thirty-seven. Opponents armed with both weapons and magic with no less than fifteen attackers.”

As the familiar sound of the magical tester began, Z sensed a different magic behind it and blinked as she remembered where she was. Nivaradros would never stop surprising her. The Dragon had created this whole place based on her training grounds. Just what had he been up to? And why? His earlier declaration regarding his fight with Veilantras being an act started to feel plausible, but she wasn’t willing to release her distrust just yet.

Images began to form around her as she found her spot in the circle—not dead center like a beginner, but to the left of the center and three feet from the fence. Holding out her hand as a practice sword left its holding grounds to come at her silent call, Z checked the wooden blade with care for its flaws, and then adjusted her grip and stance to counter them. The blades had been made by humans, after all.

“Interesting. Don’t you think you should start at a lower level and work your way back up?”

“Nivaradros, I am at level four hundred and eighty-six. I believe this is a lower level.”

“Ah. Just be careful then,” the Dragon replied, looking uneasy as her ‘opponents’ solidified as much as they ever did—which wasn’t much, as they were formed from magic.

She counted twenty and began to work out a plan of attack. Three were mages, eight were swordsmen, and the rest were users of both steel and magic, but without high talent in either. She would have to be careful here. The only blessing was this was the only way she would know for sure how her body would react to the stress of battle without being in one—nothing here could hurt her but herself. She sensed Nivaradros moving in from the doorway at long last, but the attack began, and Z pushed the thought of everything but the fight from her mind.

They attacked as a decently-trained group would—which meant they still had a lot of weaknesses. Midestol still hadn’t realized after all this time that it was his training that enabled so many single fighters to defeat multiples of his forces with effort, but successfully. Z countered and attacked then as years of practice and actual battles had taught her. Magic was easy enough to deflect without using her own—that was perhaps her biggest pet peeve. Magic did not require magic to counter it. Her attackers fell and vanished if she managed to ‘kill’ them, or they stumbled back, regrouped, and attacked again if she wounded them. This Ilentio was just like the one she had designed with the help of one of the few full-time Ranger mages. She fell into the rhythm of the match without losing herself in it. Each trick her magically created opponents tried to use upon her she disabled and countered with ease.

She was down to eleven opponents when she felt as if she were struck by lightning. A seizure struck, and Z switched tactics to fight a different kind of enemy. Nivaradros roared, Ilentio vanished the remaining combatants, and Z struggled to keep the practice blade’s blue edge away from her skin as she once again lost complete control of her body.

“Steady, steady, steady,” Nivaradros called from above her as he once again held her down upon the ground. She sensed him take her sword—she couldn’t feel it—and she struggled to speak. “Not now. Just wait until this has passed. You are alright, Z. You did well. Just do your best to relax. This will be over soon.”

But it wasn’t. Nearly twenty-five minutes later Z was still in the deep grips of her seizure and the Dragon had resorted to magic to keep her alive. His amulet’s beat had become almost a throbbing sensation as it struggled to help her survive this. Her vision flickered in and out of focus and she struggled to win her battle. She had to beat this, damn it. If she didn’t she would never be of any use to anyone. Fighting her body with everything she had for control, Z finally felt the seizure releasing her as it faded away. Her vision began to return, as did the feel of being human. She was drenched in sweat and covered in the tiny grains of sand because of it, but Nivaradros didn’t even let her attempt to stand. Bending down, he gently encircled her form with his arms before lifting her easily and beginning to carry her from the room.

“Well, you did manage pretty nicely for a while there. And Ilentio seemed to respond the same to you here as it does back in your court. Since it was my magic alone that created it here, I was uncertain it would work to your specifications.”

Still trembling with the after-effects of her episode, Z managed a tired nod, but said nothing. Nivaradros didn’t take offense to her silence, and he carried her quickly through his halls. At some point, she was aware of him removing her clothes, but it wasn’t until she found herself placed into a heated pool of water that it registered he had been carrying her somewhere naked. She jerked awake and blinked when she recognized the pool—or bath—from her room. The warmth was greatly appreciated, and Z let her head rest on the edge of the pond while the water erased the after chill of her seizure.

The Dragon was watching her every move. “How are you?”

“Alive.” Her voice sounded weak again, and she struggled to move in the water because of it. She wanted to feel like she could do something.

“Ah, I would advise against that,” Nivaradros said quickly as he placed his hands on her bare shoulders. “You were really thrashing on the ground before I made it to your side. I don’t know if you did anything damaging to yourself—like break a rib or two—with your practice blade.”

“Was there blue on my clothing?”

“No.”

“Then I didn’t hit myself.” She felt violently ill, though, and she closed her mouth and eyes so she wouldn’t throw up in the Dragon’s pond. Pool. Bath. Whatever the hells it was.

There was suddenly a presence beside her, and Z nearly jumped out of her skin in surprise. For very heavy creatures, Dragons could move silently when they wanted to. “Don’t you ever do that to me again!” she hissed as she managed to keep her seat on the ledge carved into the side of the walls.

“I will warn you next time if you are this unwell,” Nivaradros assured her. His eyes danced, and she noticed he was still clothed.

“I thought most immortals hated getting their clothing wet.”

“Since when am I most immortals? Besides, I rather thought anything less than this would cause you to attempt to kill me. Or send you into another seizure out of fright.”

He was right, so she didn’t bother to respond to his words. Closing her eyes again, she enjoyed the water as it slowly relaxed muscles that hadn’t stopped twitching with the rest of her when her attack had passed. An arm around her shoulders caused her to tense for a moment, but when it merely looped around her shoulders to touch the amulet that was still pressed against her chest, she relaxed. There was a slight surge of magic from the Dragon’s touch on the amulet, but as the result was her lungs feeling like they could breathe fully again, she didn’t voice a protest.

“Can we talk about earlier?”

Z opened her eyes and regarded the Dragon cautiously. “No, but we can talk about why you have created a copy of my practice court.”

“The Alantaions, the Syallibions, and I believe five other immortal races have something similar for you.”

“They have something similar, yes, not a direct duplicate that covers everything from my ring to my magically created drill master and opponents.”

“I figured you would be missing it by now, between being away from this world for eight months and all the time you had to be away from it before then.”

“Are we going to play word games all night?”

“If you don’t ask me direct questions, yes. I happen to sometimes enjoy conversations that can be drawn out. Besides, this gives me an excuse to remain with you longer. You are weak, Zimliya, and I am concerned for your wellbeing.”

She wanted to hit him. “Who did you create this room for?” she demanded to know as she opened her other eye and fixed both of them coldly on the Dragon.

“You, of course.”

“Why?”

The Dragon sighed with smoke. “Because I planned to have you come here when you returned from your ‘vacation.’ I thought perhaps you would want to get away from everyone. Here, you wouldn’t have to worry about running into anyone—”

“Other than you.”

“—and you wouldn’t have responsibilities you hate tossed your way. I had hoped to bring you here the minute you returned—before anyone else knew of your arrival—but things didn’t go quite like I had hoped. Besides, once you got involved with the Mithane’s internal affair, I doubted you would step away if I asked.”

She was shocked. The fact that Nivaradros had spent several months—and she didn’t know when he had had the time since he had been babysitting the Mithani while she had been gone—making her two private rooms in his lair was something she couldn’t quite grasp. Following the events of the morning, it wasn’t surprising she struggled to accept the concept, but she didn’t know how to weigh the two different things.

“How long did you plan to keep me here?”

“I wasn’t planning on keeping you here. I despise that term—keeping. Lose it. I simply hoped you would consider this some place safer to stay than any of the kingdoms or the Ranger lands. Someone can always find you there—for ill or good—while no one could enter or find you here. It would also be the very last place anyone would look.”

“Since you’re known as being anything but sunshine and rainbows?”

“Very funny.” Nivaradros surprised her by making a face. “It pains me to admit I now get that reference.” He shook his head, and then jumped out of the bath. Literally. He went from sitting beside her to standing above her—dripping water from his clothing—in a single motion. “Will you eat now?” he inquired as his clothing dried instantly.

“You are bound and determined to feed me.”

“It seems to be one of the few things that annoys you, but doesn’t bring you to a killing rage. You just endured a horrible seizure, you need to eat something.”

Knowing full well he would continue to nag her, and feeling a bit numb from everything that had gone on today, Z sighed and slid off the ledge to find the stairs that led out of the bath. Before she could get there, Nivaradros bent over and picked her up.

“Will you stop that?!” She managed to land a solid kick to his ribs—not that he felt it—before he put her down, threw a towel at her, and moved to one of the two chairs that had appeared, with the table, while she was recovering.

“No. Because right now I can get away with it.” He sat carefully in the chair on the left and gestured to the one across from him. “You are welcome to dress first if you would prefer.”

“You are damn lucky I have no sense of modesty.” Stalking over to her chair, Z took a seat gingerly and eyed the food that had been set out before them—or before her, at least. She wasn’t certain the Dragon found any of the small tidbits humans ate appetizing.

“I am well aware how fortunate I am that you do not obsess over your looks, or whether or not you are wearing clothes or going without them. Believe that I know at least that much about humans.” Sea-green eyes danced as a smile touched the Dragon’s lips.

“I’m still fairly vexed with you.”

“As you hold grudges for a while—granted your definition of ‘a while’ is not anyone else’s—it does not surprise me in the least. But you are permitting me to remain in the same room, so I consider that a small gift.”

“Don’t incinerate it.”

Nivaradros chuckled. “I am trying not to. But it is always very hard to guess what will or will not cause something to go up in flames.”

Z reached for something simple she could identify—in this case an apple—and leaned back in her chair to enjoy it while she kept one eye on the Dragon. “So, what now?”

“Preferably I keep you here until you can master your fighting in a way that won’t get you killed on a battlefield. I am not foolish enough to make the attempt to either keep you from all battles or ask you to refrain from joining them. You would refuse to hold yourself back from protecting others, and if I made the attempt to prevent you from leaving, it would have disastrous consequences on our relationship. I have no desire to fall any further down when it comes to your regard.”

Her throat tightened at the truth in his words. “And yet you still refuse to tell me what you want from me.”

“I told you, I fear it would only make things worse. It is nothing bad, but you find the strangest of things concerning, and I already upset you greatly today. I’m still trying to repair your trust from the last misstep of mine.”

“So, will you tell me tomorrow?”

“Having you angry at me for two days in a row would not make this any better.”

“Why are you so certain I will react badly to whatever it is you want?”

“Recall that I am a Dragon, with a Dragon’s memory. I know how well you react to quite a lot of things, or how poorly you react to them.” Nivaradros surprised her by reaching forward and taking an apple off the table with a look of open revulsion. “I will never understand human tastes…” he murmured before sniffing the apple and taking a bite. His face was priceless, but she managed not to laugh as he swallowed his tiny—and it had to feel tiny to him—bite, and then seemed to suppress a shudder.

“You don’t have to join me if you don’t want to.”

“I’m hoping if I remain and eat with you, something more than an apple will make its way into your stomach. Besides, sometimes your seizures come in sets, and that one in your training court was the worst I have seen.”

“I love being watched.”

Nivaradros snorted at her sarcasm. “Hence the other reason I am not telling you everything; you already are irritated with me again.”

“Does it help if I tell you I no longer believe you are going to kill me?”

“Sadly enough, it does. I shouldn’t care one way or the other, but yes, it does help.”

“Well then, Nivaradros, I no longer believe you are trying to kill me—intentionally.”

“You are pushing your luck.”

“So are you.”

“Ah, well then I shall become the creepy being in the room by falling silent and eating this thing.”

Glaring at the apple in his hand, Nivaradros did finish it—core and all. He made no efforts to hide his dislike, but then again, Z rather liked the fact he was relaxed enough in her presence to be honest with his opinion. So many—even the immortals—were not, and she hated playing the games they preferred every minute of her waking moments.

They ate in silence until Nivaradros sent the food away without so much as a twitch. “So, you have questions. Ask, Z. Ask whatever you want. I will only warn you, I will not answer if I do not like the question.”

“Much like a Ranger.”

“Very much so. Even an old Dragon like myself can learn new tricks.”

“You will never be old.”

The Dragon’s smile was amused. “Not in the way your kind perceives it, but old is like the word normal—there truly is no set definition of it. It is all in the eyes, or mind, of the user.”

“You’re giving me a lecture on language?”

“Well the human tongue is a horribly constructed language. It reminds me of rodents. Come to think of it, a lot of human traits remind me of rodents. Both squeak when startled, flee when they can get away with it, carry diseases, breed faster than they can be killed off, and have voices with annoying pitches.”

“If this is your not-so-subtle way of asking me to stop talking, I am offended.”

“Your voice is musical, Z. Besides which, you are decidedly not what comes to mind when anyone hears the word ‘human.’”

She blinked in surprise. “Oh? What does?”

“When we find or coin a term that we all agree on, I will let you know.”

Laughing at the thought of the immortal races struggling to find a word they all agreed on to describe whatever it was they thought she was, if not human, Z shook her head and leaned forward in her chair to place her hands and arms on the table.

“Alright, fine. Don’t keep me in the loop,” she teased with a dark smile. “But all my other questions involve your lair.”

“I figured. Ask, Zimliya,” Nivaradros said formally. “I hope it hasn’t bored you yet?”

“If you think your lair is boring, you and I are on different worlds.”

“We were recently, or have you forgotten already? Mortality is creeping up on you.”

“I am so tempted to hit you.”

“I am so tempted to let you try,” the Dragon replied mockingly.


Chapter 13

Three weeks later, Z moved stiffly out of the bed that still seemed too damn big, too damn soft, and too damn weird. Her days had become a set routine designed to help her regain what strength she could. So far, she was less than impressed with the results. Probably because despite all of the work she had put in, she had only grown weaker. But Nivaradros seemed to greatly enjoy watching her practicing her skills, or now lack thereof, and he took even greater joy when she had a seizure and he got to harass her for the rest of the day while she recovered.

To her astonishment, Z discovered the Dragon seemed to genuinely enjoy her presence when she allowed him to join her. Nivaradros had traveled with her extensively before her disappearance for those eight months, but that had only been a short time when she factored in how long she had truly known him. Before that he hadn’t shown much interest in her until the bitter end of their travels, and then when she had returned before the event that forced them to destroy Tenia. Now he would occasionally leave to discover what was going on outside of his lair, but most of the time he would come just in time to watch her practice—wait to see if she ended up on the ground so he could help her—and then leave if she made it through the session without a problem.

Granted, the leaving part was a direct result of an eight hour argument—which Z was proud to say she had won, though no one else had been around to see it—after Nivaradros had driven her to the point of snapping. If she hadn’t won the argument, she was certain she would have had to deal with the Dragon every second of her long stretches of sleepless nights and long days, since her age old habit of skipping weeks of sleep at once was back.

She still wasn’t entirely sure how no blood had ended up being spilled, but since the end result was that Nivaradros had quit hovering, she wasn’t going to complain. He would nag her in passing about her eating habits, and if she had a seizure, he stayed to ensure she lived till the next day, but otherwise he pretty much left her alone.

The lack of other beings being around was surprisingly disconcerting. Z had never expected to miss others—especially not since her idea of too much social interaction was the definition of most people’s couple. She had gotten better as the years had gone by, but Z knew she was a better fighter alone—or with the Shades, since they didn’t count as being alive—or with just one other person. Now though, she felt the lack of life around her in a weight of silence she had never felt before, and she wondered how the Dragon didn’t go insane with it. Perhaps that was why he did occasionally venture out to attack something and burn it to the ground.

And she had gotten sidetracked. Sighing with annoyance, Z moved to find a cleaner set of clothing than that which had stayed on through the previous day’s work out and then her failed attempt to sleep. She felt old. Old, broken, and like she was losing the battle the Dragon was desperately trying to help her win. The thought reminded her of the blood-stained towel she had to figure out a new hiding place for, and Z decided to wait to change until she hid the evidence—she did not want the Dragon to know her coughing fits were now including blood.

If he saw or smelled the blood, Z knew he would start yelling, spit fire, and go into a rage, which would make it impossible to reason with him for the better part of two hours. Since she did need to reason with him before she headed off to practice until she got weaker, she didn’t want to give him the chance to lose his already short temper, and it had been short lately.

Zyrhis was constantly asking for aid from everyone he could—including the Dragon—as there was an all-out assault going on against his borders from Midestol’s forces. So far three of the mortal kingdoms had thrown aid at the Syallibion, but the immortal kingdoms had been unable to thus far as most of their leaders were in hiding, half of them at Istuion.

She also knew that the Rangers had sent a small detachment to assist the Syallibion as well, but Nivaradros’s information was lacking. All he could tell her was that the Rangers were dying in droves and constantly reinforcing their own unit with replacements. He would not, however, let her talk to anyone herself, and he refused to let her into battle. Since Z knew she wouldn’t last an hour before her death, she understood his refusal, but she hated it nonetheless. She was dying after all. She felt she had the right to go out how she wanted.

There was nothing more Nivaradros could do to stop this. Taking her back to Dyslentio was no longer an option either. Z was certain she had the week if she was lucky—the day if she was not, due to how she felt now. She also had no idea if Nivaradros had been in contact with Dyslentio at all, and she could only hope he had, since Dyslentio had implied he wanted to be kept apprised of her condition. The Dragon had, on the other hand, been willing to convey messages back and forth from her to Crilyne. Of course, he had warned her that the Shade was never coming within five thousand feet of his lair first, but once the threat had been delivered, Nivaradros had calmed down and given in to the inevitable regarding communication with the Shade.

She had gotten distracted again. Cursing her growing weaknesses, Z tried to find a spot to hide the towel in, but she didn’t make it to her chosen destination before the Dragon entered the room. His eyes went to the blood on the towel in her hand and changed straight to neon without stopping at any other shade beforehand.

“Nivaradros, it’s not as bad as it looks—it’s just a little blood.”

“From where?”

With the ice in that last word, Z was surprised she could still breathe. “I … um … seem to be coughing up small amounts of blood on occasion?”

“That shouldn’t be a question.”

“It’s not. I just don’t feel like being yelled at this early in the day before I have gotten my ass kicked in training.”

The Dragon’s anger thawed in light of her obvious dismay. “Still growing weaker?” His concern, however, clearly grew.

“I’m down to level forty and still struggling. I haven’t been at that level since I was nine, and it’s basically fighting a small street gang armed with weapons they find on the ground. It’s embarrassing to be this bad. I do fine sometimes, but those ‘sometimes’ keep shrinking.” Z let the towel drop and moved to the chair that had been waiting patiently by the table for her to sit in. “Your blood was a good idea. It does repair the damage from seizures, but it cannot fix anything else. We managed a month, Nivaradros, but I am fairly certain I am being called in for cheating.”

“Crilyne is fairly certain as well,” Nivaradros said quietly after a long pause. “The problem is I’m not ready to surrender you yet.”

She’d noticed. “You have already taken me to Dyslentio, given me your blood, and spent weeks using magic to support me where you could. I also know when you leave you go somewhere to do research. Nivaradros, what other option do you have?”

The Dragon’s eyes blazed. “I’m going to find one.”

“There isn’t time.” As she said it, Z closed her eyes and felt the Dragon catch her before the floor did.

“Zimliya!” he called out as he cradled her close. “Damn it to hells! Why did you not tell me you were getting worse again?!” He didn’t wait for her answer. Instead he returned her to the bed she had managed to escape for a good hour and roared in anger. “Summon. The. Shade. Now!” So much for his earlier warning of Crilyne never coming here.

Uncertain she could, but willing to try, Z pulled magic blindly and did as the Dragon demanded; she pulled the Shade through the portal. She felt him touch this side of the portal and released the magic with relief before everything began to take too much effort again and she triggered another seizure.

“Nivaradros?!” Crilyne’s voice was astonished. “Where? Zimliya!” the Shade breathed.

“You have to turn her into a Shade—you have to do it now!”

Z heard the dark chuckle of Crilyne and desperately focused on his words.

“I can’t, Nivaradros. It took all eight of us to make the first attempt, and if I turned her into a Shade now—if I could even manage it alone, since her defenses are also heightened right now—she would be plagued by her seizures. It only heals physical damage, and only to a certain extent. This is something it could not repair, as it’s brought on by magic, and I have no idea what turning her into a Shade while she is paying the price for awakening us would do. My best guess, however, is it would likely just curse her with an unending existence with problems. Not to mention I still haven’t recovered from our Tenian battle, so even if I normally could change her, I can’t. Not right now, not for several months yet.”

“Shade, she is dying,” Nivaradros growled dangerously as she struggled to keep herself conscious and struggled to overcome the seizure that, while small, was killing her. It finally began to fade, but with her system already compromised, the damage was done.

“She has been dying for weeks, Nivaradros, you have just been torturing her to keep her here. I want to help—believe me when I say I wish I could do something, but I cannot. I spent the last two weeks in Yvsina looking for anything that would help, but there was nothing there, Nivaradros. Not even from Couririse’s experiments.”

Z flinched at the name, but she didn’t bother to try to open her eyes. Couririse was known throughout all the races as an immortal who had enjoyed capturing, torturing, dissecting, and experimenting on mortals and immortals both. Though his work had aided in the long run when it came to non-magical healing techniques, he had been a monster. Crilyne had ended his life the last time he had been awake, but Crilyne had gathered all of his books as well and studied them. Extensively. Z had gone through them to a point, but the images captured from life to page with magic, the drawings, and what had been done to achieve a certain result, had eventually caused her to give up rather than examine any more actions of a diabolical mage.

“If there was to be an answer, he would likely have discovered it,” Nivaradros barely conceded. “Stay with us, Z,” he added sharply as she began to cough.

When her fit passed—sort of—she spoke in a whisper. “Nivaradros, I will grant you whatever it is you want from me. I will grant it now. Just tell me. I can’t—”

“No. There has to be a way around this.”

“I am a human.”

“You are not dying because of mortality, you’re dying because of magic. I’m not having it!”

“Did you not hear me?” she whispered hoarsely. “I will give you what you want. Just ask, Nivaradros. I owe you that much. I promise I won’t hold it against you.”

When the Dragon didn’t respond, she forced her eyes to open. His eyes were closed, his head was bowed, and a muscle at his jaw was twitching. “It doesn’t matter anymore,” he told her in a tone that she couldn’t find a word for. Turning away, the Dragon snarled incoherently and smashed his hands against the only wall without anything upon it. Z felt the whole room shake from the force. “Shade?”

“Yes?” Crilyne said in a surprisingly neutral tone.

“Can you … ease it?”

“Her passage?”

“That.”

“Yes.”

“Good.” Nivaradros turned back, but his anger was greater than it had been before. “Zimliya?”

She opened her mouth to reply and began to cough in full this time. Nivaradros was at her side to help the minute he saw the flecks of blood emerging.

“Oh, how I love the metallic taste of blood,” she muttered darkly, before flinching as she experienced a sensation that implied something tore internally. Grateful once again for a complete lack of pain, she merely reacted to what she could only imagine was going on.

“Can you give me two hours?”

Two hours would feel like an eternity, but if that was all he was going to ask of her, Z was willing to try. “I can make the attempt,” she said cautiously. “But I cannot promise, Nivaradros. What do you intend to do now?” she wanted to know almost immediately after. “Nivaradros, what else can be done? I’m dying.”

Nivaradros hissed softly but turned away and ignored her words. “Protect her,” he asked of the Shade. “Protect her, and if you have to, help her, but do not unless she asks.”

“I promise, Warlord,” Crilyne replied gravely. It was the best the two of them had ever gotten along, and Z was shocked to see them continuing to manage it. Then again, they were finally united in a goal.

Z saw the slightest nod from the Dragon, but before he could leave the room she felt a light and familiar touch on her senses. The ancient being of power who she’d crossed paths with a few times in her life had arrived. “Nivaradros!” she half yelled. “He’s here!”

“Who’s here?!” the Dragon demanded as he turned to face her. His eyes flashed with possible hope as she struggled to answer.

“He cannot enter without permission. You have to give him—” She fell prey to an all-out coughing fit before she could finish her sentence. Crilyne moved to her side to help, and when she looked up again, the Dragon was gone. “He needs permission,” she whispered to the Shade.

“I am sure the Dragon will give it to him,” the Shade said soothingly as she felt him summon magic to warm her slightly. “I am sorry about this,” he added as his black eyes held hers intently. “You shouldn’t have woken us all.” He touched her forehead, and she struggled to swallow air and closed her eyes as though it would make it easier. “He’s coming back,” the Shade added suddenly before vacating the spot at her side as Z heard her door open, and a new familiar voice entered the conversation—though it had pretty much been one sided.

“So, it finally comes to this.”

She managed to open her eyes. She managed even to meet and hold his crystal ones with her own. Speaking, however, she didn’t even try to do. He knelt beside her then—a mix of races in his features—and he gently placed a hand against her chest. She felt nothing seconds after contact, and she wasn’t aware of anything other than their voices.

You’re dying. Why must you always wait until the last minute when you are backed into a corner no one else would go into before you realize you are needed here still? Aloud he spoke to the Dragon at the same time, and his voices overlapped in an eerie manner. “Warlord, you must trust me here without pause. You must trust me utterly or she will die.”

“She is already dead,” Nivaradros said in a tone Z didn’t want to ever hear again.

“She is not. I have her—it is not the same.” I’d appreciate it if he’d didn’t try to kill me, Zimliya. I don’t suppose you have any advice? I’d like to avoid being forced to destroy him.

“You have her?” Z heard something she again couldn’t place in the Dragon’s tone. “She has no heartbeat. No breath…?”

“No, she does not,” the newcomer agreed. “But nevertheless, I have her. The lack of a beating heart or working lungs does not change that fact. Warlord, you must give me leave to do what I can here.” Z wondered over the being’s tone—it was far more respectful than she was used to hearing directed at the Dragon. Just what was Nivaradros to her helper?

There was a long pause. “I give you leave so long as you do not destroy anything here. It would do us no good if you managed to help her—which, as she is decidedly dead, I find hard to believe—and brought the place down around us.”

A laugh that sounded like a pleasant snowfall occurred. “That much I can promise you; your lair will remain untouched throughout all of this, and I promise you, Warlord, she is not dead. She just seems dead. She is also, if it would make you feel better, highly irritated at me right now.”

She was. Trapped in something that wasn’t even shadow and unable to move, breathe, feel, or respond, Z was decidedly unhappy. Especially if the Dragon, and probably Crilyne, thought she was dead.

What are you doing? she demanded harshly.

Paying you back for a debt. If you argue with me, I will tell the Dragon what you did, and then you will have to deal with him when this is over. Hush, Zimliya, hush and listen. Do you remember my offer?

It is rather hard to forget.

Your sarcasm is not helping either of us here. Lose it. The damage you have done to yourself, or permitted others to do to you, is extensive. Do you recall the chapter in Couririse’s works about the differences between immortals, mortals, and the original immortals?

Yes.

Good—Oh, don’t recoil from what he accomplished. He had many, many faults—

He did unspeakable acts!

And because of that, there is a small chance you will survive this. Now, remember what you read and use it. You have healing magic, although you vehemently deny its existence. Use it now, pull your power and fix yourself. Your power—your use of your power—already started this process. It is part of the reason you’ve survived despite some extensive injuries. Finish your transformation, Zimliya.

Absolutely not! I know what you intend.

Zimliya, you are being a fool! They-will-not-survive-without-you! Do you understand? It is either you or it is the end of this world—and probably others, when Midestol finds paths to them. You are the only person who could do this successfully, but at the same time it has to be done by you. I can only help by holding you here. I did not create your race; I cannot alter you in this manner.

You have no idea what you are asking of me.

I have a pretty good idea. The Dragon needs you alive. The Shade needs you alive. Do you think you have Kyi’rinn by mistake—that Shanii chose the wrong rider? This is your path, Zimliya. Take it. Take it now. I cannot hold you forever.

Then let go.

No.

Cursing him thoroughly, Z wished she could still swallow, or breathe. Instead she felt like magic alone and she hated the feel of it. Time felt as if it wasn’t passing, but she knew it was. She heard Nivaradros arguing with someone, and his anger and possible fear made her choice for her—she owed him. She owed him far more than she could ever repay. Wishing she could sigh, Z reached for the magic she had been cursed with from the beginning and began to use it to work her way through what she recalled from an ancient text she had loathed reading. This was going to take a while to accomplish—if she even could manage it.

She started with what she knew was the differences between the races currently living—which was useless, although she did run through the information for a time—and with the knowledge that the original immortals who had been born here had been bound, somehow, by their immortality. Some said it was through a name, some said it was through an object, others said they’d been bound by the world, and yet even others believed they had been bound by each other. Regardless, somehow, they had been alive. But the immortals nowadays had been freed from any restrictions their ancestors might have faced. They just were—like every other race. She recalled the internal design of mortals—and then of humans directly—and then mentally brought up what she assumed she would look like if she dissected herself.

Pulling up the mental images of the Alantaions, Syallibions, Ryelentions, and three other immortal races, Z discarded what was different and looked for something that was the same between all of them, be it magic or something more natural. When she found it, she pulled her magic inward again and pushed it out at a level she only hoped wouldn’t destroy those standing in the room with her, her body, or the room itself. In doing so, she also grabbed the Dragon’s blood and burned it from her veins. It would kill her, she knew, if she held on to it now. It had been killing her before—it had just also been helping.

Good. Now focus and calm yourself down. Nivaradros is inches from attempting to kill me, and I do not want to kill him.

What did you do?

I didn’t do anything—your body is glowing, and he thinks I have something to do with that.

You do.

I don’t. This is all you. But I cannot hold on to you for much longer. Do not rush this, but do not drag your feet either.

She said nothing to him and went further into her magic. He didn’t need to lecture her again, because she knew what was at stake and she knew—she had always known—that she didn’t really have a choice in the matter. With one part of her mind guiding her magic, and the other part of her flipping through the mental pages of research she had studied both in the Alantaion library—a method she preferred since the information contained there had not been obtained vilely—and what she had gained from the immortal monster, she continued to work.

There was a brief jolt, and she paused instantly. What?

Work faster. I am losing you.

Throwing caution to the winds, Z pulled herself deeper into her work—knowing she might never escape—and tried to make things go quicker. Exhaustion tugged at her now, and since it was the only thing she could feel, she clung to it in relief despite still working through it. Only when she felt herself losing hold completely did she begin to worry, but still there was nothing to do but move forward.

Done, she finally whispered as she felt her power swell briefly before sinking back deep within her.

Good. She felt a shift in the air around her, and then there was a sensation that was all too familiar—the feeling of nothing.


~*~




She inhaled sharply and tasted the air in a way that startled her back to the world faster than she probably wanted. But there was a taste to the air, and it was sharp, cold, and cutting. Dangerous. Magical. It was a heightened sense she was suddenly worried to have, and she doubted it would be the only one. She should have just let herself die. She’d never sought this.

“See? She is breathing again, Warlord. Her heartbeat is steady and strong. She is alive, but she will take a while to regain her bearings.”

“What. Did. You. Do?!” Nivaradros’s tone was accusing, furious, and threatening.

“I didn’t do anything but hold her. She did all the work. She had to do all of the work, or else she would have been trapped. I promise you, she is fine.”

She felt the Dragon at her side. A talon touched her face gently before something else—something she couldn’t identify—touched her forehead so lightly she shouldn’t have felt it, but she did. She struggled to wake, but there was a weight holding her down and keeping her from escaping this state too soon, and Z knew it was important enough to her that she didn’t fight it further.

“You burned out her Dragon blood.”

“I did not, but it would have killed her if it had stayed. She used a lot of magic, Nivaradros. This will take some time.”

Z heard Nivaradros’s muttered curses, but he didn’t leave her side. “Just who in the hells are you anyways?” the Dragon finally demanded. “And what do you want?”

“The first question is irrelevant,” was the amused and dark reply. “But the second I will answer; I want what you want, Warlord. I want her to survive. Giving up her life to awaken the Shades was needed at the time, but her being alive now is needed more. I simply changed things to remove her original bargain. She will pay nothing for awakening the Shades. What I offered instead was worth more in the end.”

“And what did you offer?”

“That is irrelevant.”

“It. Is. Not.”

“It is, it has nothing to do with her or you. All I will say, is I have the ability to change very few things in this world, but the price to awaken a Shade happens to be one of them. Believe me when I say I have not traded her life here for her death at a different time. She is entirely free from her agreement, Nivaradros. I promise you that.”

Z heard the Dragon beginning to speak again and opened her mouth first. “Nivaradros, let it lie,” she murmured softly before moving the hand closest to him out slightly. He took the hint and gently grabbed it. It confirmed her suspicions about his current form; it was a human hand with talons instead of fingernails, and scales instead of skin. He’d definitely been upset. “I am alright.”

“But for how long?” the Dragon asked bitterly. “How long until this wears off and you fall prey to something else that comes to claim your life due to your decision to awaken the Shades?”

It was clear he didn’t trust what he had been told. She opened her eyes slowly to meet his with a smile, but the look on his face caused her smile to freeze. He reached for her face instantly—hand changing entirely to human-seeming as he did so—and his fingers brushed over her cheek for a moment in amazement.

“By all winds and fires,” he whispered in awe, before a smile appeared and he moved back so he could stand and turn to face the being he seemed to hate possibly more than the Shade, which would be impressive. “This is permanent?”

“It is, Nivaradros. Nothing can reverse it. As with anything, though, there is still the possibility she could die.”

Nivaradros swatted the words away. “How long until she is used to this?”

“I’d give her about a week. She has a lot to adjust to. You, perhaps, might not believe there is that much of a difference, but there is, and because of the way this was gone about, it is nothing like what her grandfathers achieved. She will have to relearn who she is, and it may frighten her.”

Nivaradros’s stance had blocked her from view of the Shade. “Nivaradros, what is going on?” Crilyne demanded softly. “Something changed with her—she’s different, but I fear I am not following.”

Nivaradros didn’t answer with words. He simply stepped to the side so Z could finally see the Shade, and the Shade could see her. Crilyne’s eyes went wide in open astonishment and he moved forward at once.

“Impossible,” he whispered as he caught himself before he reached her side.

“For anyone else but her, yes,” the third being in the room agreed gravely. “I will leave now. I believe you three have a lot of things to consider.” He chose not to leave the conventional way—by the door—but instead vanished in the center of the room without so much as a hair’s strength of magic.

Nivaradros snorted. “Who was that?” he demanded of her peevishly. She was positive Nivaradros was currently adjusting his wards again to bar the being’s return to his lair now that she was alive again.

“If he didn’t give you a name, I am certainly not,” Z replied. She did wince when she spotted Crilyne still staring at her. “That bad?”

The Shade shook himself. “No, not bad at all but, after all this time, I thought for sure I would never see this come to pass. I need to tell the others—”

Nivaradros was there before he could move to block him. “You will tell them only that she is alive and she will come when she is able, if she can. Nothing more. I do not want them to start plotting to kill her if they decide they don’t like what you tell them.”

“They will know the minute they see her.”

“Yes, they will; however, they will have to plan from that point on—not before it happens.”

“You can’t honestly believe anyone would try to kill her over this.”

“You can’t honestly believe no one would.”

Z could tell Nivaradros won the minute he spoke because the Shade’s expression shifted. Bowing to the Dragon, the Shade glanced over at her and smiled. “I like it,” he told her truthfully. “And I cannot wait until you join us, Z. Until then, I leave you with Nivaradros. I will make sure no kingdom falls while we wait.”

He left the lair magically. Once the Shade had vanished, Nivaradros returned to her side. His eyes were calm, his stance was relaxed, and his smile was faintly amused. “He’s right you know, you do look good.” Since that wasn’t what the Shade had said—though it was what he had implied—Z raised a brow.

“How bad is it?” she demanded.

“It’s not. You are hardly changed in outward appearance. It is mostly just the eyes, and then a few other minor shifts in your features, and I happen to like them myself. Besides,” Nivaradros said with a teasing smile as he watched her closely, “I get to find out what color your eyes become when you are happy. Right now, I only know what they are when you are three seconds from panicking.”

She glared at him, and the Dragon began to laugh. “And now I know the color for when you are angry,” he teased before he gently touched her cheek. “You look fine, but then again you always looked fine.”

Snorting, Z didn’t move away from his hand, but she did slowly let her eyes run over the room again. Her vision was sharper, clearer, and adjustable. Exhaling uneasily, she sighed. “Do you mind?” she asked quietly.

“That you finally are immortal? No, I do not.” He’d told her he wanted her to shed her mortality, but Z hadn’t fully trusted those words. His words now, however, were honest, and that was more reassuring than she wanted it to be. “I have been waiting, scheming, attempting to back you into a corner, and searching for a way to make you immortal since you left. You could have told me you had the ability.”

“But not the desire,” she sighed.

“Yes, well, now it does not matter.” Nivaradros’s hand moved until it was under her chin. “You will make a fine immortal, and the most relieving thing is you didn’t have to become something else to become one. I would have hated it if you had to become an Alantaion or a Syallibion.” She smiled at the look of feigned horror on his face before his smile returned as well.

“That never even occurred to me,” she admitted. “Though I might be able to—”

“Don’t. You. Dare.”

Laughing at the alarm in the Dragon’s eyes, Z hit his shoulder as she shook her head. “I was joking,” she promised him. Stretching with care, she froze and lightly touched her chest for a moment. Pulling out the amulet Nivaradros had given her, she began to remove it. “I should probably give you this back.”

“Keep it,” Nivaradros told her softly as he watched her struggle with the chain and her hair. “Even if it no longer serves a purpose, it is yours.”

She managed a smile, and then tensed as a thought occurred to her. Without even thinking she called the amulet she rarely brought into daylight out of its hiding place. Part of her expected it wouldn’t respond—her immortality blocking it from being hers any longer—but she felt its presence a second before it appeared, and the Dragon beat her to picking it up.

“They would never cast you out for something like this,” he pointed out softly as he turned the amulet over. Since it was as friendly as Kyi’rinn generally was, she was astonished the Dragon could hold it without receiving an injury. “Not that it matters if they did, as they are no longer your only home, Zimliya; they are certainly not the only people who care for you,” he added as he placed the metal back against her skin. His eyes held hers briefly before that dangerous smile she knew so well reappeared.

“Are you finally going to tell me what you want?”

“Not a chance.” A smug look appeared on Nivaradros’s features and he stood slowly before heading towards her doors and leaning against a wall there. “Making you wait is much more enjoyable, and I still think you would hate me if I told you.”


Chapter 14

It took getting up and standing to learn just what their mysterious visitor—well, not mysterious to her since she knew him—had meant by needing time to adjust. Z hissed slightly as she got to her feet, and Nivaradros’s eyes flickered to a brighter color from his position by the doors. He started to come towards her until she shook her head and took a cautious step forward.

Her balance was different. The way her body positioned its weight on her feet had completely changed, and Z moved slowly while her mind attempted to pinpoint and note those differences. Something on her face must have given her away, because the Dragon kept his distance, choosing to sit over on the chair by the table full of food while she walked her room.

When she finally was able to admit to herself that her step was truly entirely different, Z exhaled slowly and winced when she inhaled again. The air still had a taste to it. A taste of magic, stone, and other things she couldn’t yet identify. She wondered if all immortals breathed the same way she did now, or if it was only the Dragons and her. She had no doubt that Nivaradros would taste the same things upon the air if she asked him—he probably would even know every single taste. She glanced at him, and found he was still watching her, but he hadn’t yet so much as twitched from the position he had taken to give her much needed space.

“This is going to take some time to adjust to,” she told him finally.

“Your movement is much improved—which is saying something, because you were always damn close to an immortal.”

“But that took work, years of work, and it was different from this. This is entirely natural, and I don’t like it.”

Now the Dragon moved. He approached her with care and offered her his hands. She accepted them both, and they just stood there in the clear spot of her room for quite the length of time before she blinked and pulled her hands free.

“Perhaps you should see if your immortality fixes your sleep problem,” the Dragon jested. “Or I could make the attempt to spell you into your slumber, maybe you need the rest.”

“Very few immortals have to sleep, Nivaradros, and I am not feeling tired.”

“Well you sound tired. You’re also very upset, Z, and I fail to see why.”

She whirled on him, and she wasn’t surprised to see the Dragon didn’t blink. “I. Am. An. Immortal. Of all the things I have never wanted, this one was at the top. I have to adjust to the fact that my vision is at least four times better than it ever was, my hearing seems to be twenty times sharper than it has ever been, I can taste what’s in the magic-cursed air, my balance and mobility have changed entirely, and the hells only know what else about me has changed!”

“You haven’t,” Nivaradros replied evenly without blinking. “You, personally, have not changed when it comes to who you are. Yes, there will be a lot of changes, but, Z, if you had died…” Green eyes closed, and Nivaradros shook his head.

“I know. It’s why I did this to myself,” Z told him bitterly. “But, Nivaradros, I was not meant to be an immortal.”

“Yes, you were. Believe me when I say you were. Of all of us born to immortality, you still were.” Nivaradros glanced at her room and sighed. “Other than your eyes, there are no other noticeable changes that should concern you.” Which meant there were likely other minor changes to her appearance, but she didn’t want to know them now—or ever, really.

“And my eyes?”

“Well, I have yet to see you happy.”

She turned away from him then, and felt her shoulders roll forward with her anger. “Please go away.”

“I will not. You cannot chase me from the room. Z, you are upset, and I am concerned. I wish to make sure there are no ill effects from this.”

She felt the magic he suddenly used and turned in time to see the soft glow of light illuminate the room for a moment before it faded. “That’s not going to help, Nivaradros.”

“Try it before you condemn it. It may help, Z; you are an immortal now.”

“Stop saying that!”

The Dragon fell silent, but she sensed his movement towards her and whirled. His hands moved to grab hers, but she was too fast and managed to jerk them away before he grabbed them. He simply tried again, and they played this game briefly before he feinted one attempt and succeeded with another. Holding her arms steadily, Nivaradros held her eyes with his.

“This is a gift, Zimliya. A wonderful gift that I have been wanting to see you take for some time. You will have to get over it. You are an immortal. It shows,” he added with a small smile. “And I will not have you loathe yourself for something that is less than you deserve. You should have been born immortal.” He released her and walked to the doors. “When you’re done feeling sorry for yourself, let me know.”

The doors slammed behind him, and Z gritted her teeth in annoyance. She’d suspected slamming them was impossible, so she knew just how much of a mood Nivaradros was in, and it didn’t help with hers. He had no idea what she was dealing with right now. All the thoughts, the worries, the regrets, the confusion—everything. She eyed the water he had enchanted, and slowly called the magic away without thought. She needed to do something familiar to get her mind off of things. Something active.

Pressing her lips together, Z moved over to her wardrobe and grabbed a fresh set of clothing at long last. Changing quickly, she only paused when she saw that her lightning scars hadn’t been affected by her new status, or any of her other scars. The relief she felt over seeing her old scars shouldn’t have been this powerful, but Z ended up grabbing one of her daggers and cutting the bottom half of her shirt off—leaving part of her lightning visible. Something about her was still the same, and she wanted it out in the open.

Heading out the doors quickly, Z struggled to keep from noticing her stride was longer, smoother, and almost effortless as she headed to her practice court with the intent to drive all the changes she was noticing from her mind.

“Ilentio, activate a level two hundred training session!” she called before she had even made it to the court. “Magic, traps, and combatants. Skill levels hidden and air threats, as well as underground ones.”

The magic in the room was thick enough to taste now that her senses had been apparently heightened as well. Z closed her eyes and ignored it as she felt the attack beginning to form. This was something she hadn’t been able to do properly for a while. She would start out at less than half of what she had been just to be safe, but since she was no longer in danger of dying or having an attack on the court she doubted she needed to take such precautions. She was proven right very quickly.

Everything was amplified from what it had been before. Z had worked for years to make herself as close to the immortals as she could in her fighting styles—often spending twelve or more hours of every day in constant training to improve her balance, coordination, strike speed, stamina, ability, and silence in the beginning. That was something all the top Warrior Rangers did, although she was aware her inborn talents had greatly aided her.

She had been good. Good enough that she hadn’t been beaten by any one of the immortals she had sparred with or been attacked by for six years, and good enough that only the very young in the ranks of the different armies had even been foolish enough to call her ‘the human.’ Now all that work was useless, and Z understood why the immortals had found her training to seem so insane.

They were bloody born with everything handed to them. Oh, she knew it—had always known it—but it was one thing to know, and another entirely to feel. Her strikes were faster. It took her no time at all to drop fifteen human opponents, minutes more to counter the magical attacks, and little more time to finish everything else off. It was easy. Everything she had had to focus on before no longer mattered. Her balance was a given no matter her position or the terrain. Her coordination was a hundredfold more together than it had been at the height of her fighting. Her speed and strength had naturally improved as well, which brought her to a whole new level of overall ability. And perhaps worst of all, her movements were more silent than the sound of a fly walking across the table.

Her senses were heightened to a point she despised them. She could hear, sense, see, and feel things at a level that horrified her, and the direct result was she fell back on old habits; she threw herself into training.

“Ilentio, keep raising levels until I say!” she called before launching herself into attack after attack and battle after battle. She had no idea how much time had passed because everything became a blur and the longer she fought the more she noticed the changes she had unknowingly done to herself. It drove her to continue harder, and Z was barely aware of her surroundings until a furious voice broke through her concentration.

“Ilentio, cease!”

To her astonishment and anger, the magical drill master reacted immediately to the order, and Z’s opponents vanished. What she was left with was a very angry Dragon, but she was certain her mood topped his.

“Go away, Nivaradros!” she snarled at him.

“It has been three days!” the Dragon snapped back. “You have not paused in your insanity to take care of yourself, and I am certain that—immortal or not—you still need to eat and drink.” He leapt the fence to the practice court with ease and strolled towards her with enough danger in his step that it snatched some of her anger away from her.

What was left was more anger, fear, hunger, and surprise at the fact she was tired. The surprise gave way to dismay, but the Dragon was already at her side by that time. She attempted to strike him, and he caught her arm with ease.

“Let. Go.”

“No. I realize you are going through an identity crisis, but I have a suggestion for you because you are needed on the battlefield.”

“You’re not letting me go.”

“No, I am not. Not in this state you are in now. But I will go and fight in your stead.”

“And where will I be?”

“Visiting Midestol.”

She stared at him. Just stared. Certain she could not have heard him right, she continued to stare at him, but the more her mind turned over the words, she knew hadn’t misunderstood. “How did you come up with that idea?”

“He wants to see you,” Nivaradros pointed out as he released her. “And right now, I don’t trust you to fight—you’re too upset. But visiting Midestol would cause a distraction on his side, and I am certain he would find your immortality something both impressive and interesting. If his attention is away from his battles, perhaps the others and I can manage to regain one kingdom back to use as a rally point.”

“How many kingdoms have problems?”

“Only the Dragons, the Rangers, and the Syallibions are unaffected. Zyrhis has only managed to hang on to his kingdom because he has an influx of infuriated ousted rulers and heirs who are perfectly happy to kill anything that breathes the wrong way in his kingdom. If this show of unity was for any other reason, I believe you would be delighted over it.”

She cursed under her breath—cursed even quieter when she realized what she thought was under her breath was quite loud. No damn wonder the immortals were always well aware of what most mortals said in their presence.

“Where are the majority of the rulers being kept? Are they truly at Istuion?”

“Yes. Zyrhis has managed to convince most of the heirs—who convinced their parents—to come to his castle for refuge. He is not popular with some of his people, but, right now, he has more allies than his enemies feel safe countering, so he is relatively safe. If I go,” the Dragon added quickly, “I will place him under my protection.”

He was trying to bribe her. Z exhaled sharply and then flinched as she inhaled. Three days or not, she wasn’t used to the air yet. Closing her eyes, she struggled to not attack the Dragon for his idea, but it was almost impossible not to. She didn’t want to see Midestol. She certainly didn’t want to see him now that she felt out of place, like a thief of her own body. She glanced up at the Dragon and sighed softly before opening her mouth to protest.

He put a finger against her lips—she was tempted to bite it. “Think on it first,” he told her curtly before offering her his arm. “And I think you are past needing a bath. Come on, Z. I am fairly certain Ilentio was running out of ideas to throw at you.”

A cold smile touched the corners of her lips at his words, but she did give a stiff nod before accepting his offered arm. She led him over to the side of the arena so she could return everything to its rightful place, and Nivaradros helped her pick up the broken wooden and metal weapons she had discarded during her frantic battles. He said nothing throughout the whole ordeal, and she was grateful for his silence. She didn’t need him pestering her right now. She could barely stand her own thoughts.

When they finished picking up the area, Nivaradros led her not back to her rooms, but past them and through the hall that portrayed the meadow leading into the forest before he stopped at a room she had never entered before. The doors vanished at Nivaradros’s touch and he led her inside in silence. It was pitch black in the room, but she found her eyes quickly adjusted. What she thought she saw frightened her, and she started to back up slightly.

“Zimliya,” the Dragon sighed. “It is safe here. Please allow me to at least attempt to harm you before you try to bolt.” He kept the room dark, probably knowing she would leave if he didn’t.

“I … I don’t want to know,” she managed to sputter suddenly, quickly. “Really, Nivaradros, I would rather wait.”

She heard a soft chuckle and the doors behind her opened. She made a hasty retreat and didn’t stop until she reached her rooms. Closing the doors behind her, she leaned against them so the cool feel of stone could calm her down. The magic within the stone was an annoyance, but she managed to ignore it with a little work. It had taken two days to regain her ability to ignore magic like she wanted, but it was well worth it considering her current residence; the Dragon had magic everywhere.

Shaking herself mentally, she decided to follow the Dragon’s advice from before. Stripping, she slipped into the bath she had resigned herself to today and closed her eyes. They opened and a dagger was at the Dragon’s throat when he moved to join her. She had heard his approach this time—her newly improved hearing had been more than up to the task—but she had waited until now to let him know she had sensed him. The Dragon ignored her dagger and still joined her. Like last time, he was still fully clothed, and he didn’t seem at all put off by the prospect of getting out in wet, heavy clothing. It was, Z decided, annoying.

“I believe I warned you that it was highly probable you would not like that,” the Dragon broke the conversation with ease despite the ice that should have been forming on everything around them.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” she told him softly. “I didn’t expect … that.”

The Dragon’s smile was amused. “And you don’t even know half of it.” Before she could reply, Nivaradros leaned over and kissed her forehead. She froze, spun around behind her, grabbed a dagger, and stabbed the Dragon in the chest. “You haven’t done that in a while,” the Dragon remarked offhandedly.

He easily pulled the dagger out of his chest without so much as a blink—which, as it hadn’t been anywhere near any of his hearts, wasn’t unexpected. He handed her back the dagger and paid no attention to the black blood that was leaking steadily from his chest and into the water. “Zyrhis asked me to remind you he hasn’t forgotten about handing you the reins to his kingdom for a little while.” A smug look touched the Dragon’s features as he watched her.

“You like the idea,” Z accused.

“I do. Honestly, Z, the best way for you to get some of the relationships between kingdoms tighter is to actively run at least one of them.”

She snorted. “I don’t mind advising to a point, but running a kingdom, Nivaradros? That is a horrible idea. I would rather have you run them.”

“I am fairly certain you would change your mind after a few days, but I am touched.” The Dragon once again decided to leave the bath by leaping from it in his fluid motion, but by the time he was standing again his clothing was dry—other than the dark stain of blood that was still growing across his chest. “Come, Z, you really look tired. Try sleeping once, maybe you just need to kick the last of your mortality out the door—so to speak.”

She glared up at him, and then decided since she was stuck with immortality she might as well use it. She copied his way out of the water just to see if she could. She managed with ease, but she hadn’t bothered to summon air or fire, so she, on the other hand, did drip. Nivaradros chuckled softly and threw a towel at her. She glanced at the water while she caught the towel and managed not to start when she noticed it was already clear once more—the Dragon’s blood was nowhere to be seen. She glanced over at him in surprise only to find he was already watching for her reaction.

“Nice, isn’t it?” he whispered before walking over to the chair that he had long ago decided was his. “I’ll stay here on the off chance something happens.”

“Like I self-combust in my sleep?”

“No, on the off chance we’re needed immediately.” She heard the Dragon cringe. “Or Veilantras decides to come here again; she’s been threatening for days.” She glanced over at him and frowned at the black stain on his clothing—she couldn’t tell if it had stopped growing yet or not.

“I still think you could have told her, Nivaradros. It’s not like I wasn’t dying anyways.”

“Easy for you to say—I would have been the one fighting those who decided to come kill you sooner.”

Laughing as she headed to the bed she was almost certain had become unnecessary and useless, Z glanced over at the Dragon. “I would have been willing to help.”

He snorted as she slid under the covers. “Help by dying sooner? I’m happy with the way things worked out, Z, I just know there will be fallout with Veilantras.” His smile was slightly mischievous. “Besides, it’s not like this will be the first time I disappointed her or lied to her.” The lights dimmed to darkness that only a part of a mountain that never saw light could provide. Yet it didn’t change much on her end—she could still see far better than she wanted. Night vision was another added bonus she despised.

The Dragon was watching her without concern. “You should have just let me die,” she told him again.

“Now, that wouldn’t have been any fun at all. Besides, don’t try to convince me you’re not useful. You are needed here and you know it—you would have never agreed to become an immortal if we would have survived without you.”

Since this was entirely true she didn’t bother to comment. “I’m not going to be able to deliver what you want, Dragonlord,” she told him finally.

His answer caught her off guard. “Perhaps not, but unless you do something utterly foolish and get yourself killed, I now have no time limit to worry about. You may change your mind in the end. Hush,” he added before she could argue. “Zimliya, you could. If you were placed into a position much like you faced when it came to your immortality, you would—without hesitation—do what you claim now you would never do.”

She hated when he was right. “Promise me you won’t arrange for that choice to be forced?”

Silence. Cold, cutting, furious silence. Finally, she heard the Dragon move, and she turned her attention to watch his progress. Because she saw him coming, she managed not to flinch when he picked up her hand.

“You are not a pet. So, no, I will not arrange for things to occur that will force you to play your power in a way you do not desire to use it. I prefer you make your own choices—your anger afterwards provides minor amusement.”

She hit him because she could, as in he didn’t even attempt to block it. “Not amused.”

He shrugged. “You so rarely are. I believe I have a guest though. I will have to go play host, or they will get to play dinner, but either way, I have to leave. Do try to sleep, Zimliya. I honestly think it is required despite your new immortal status.”

“I’m not going to be able to sleep if you keep talking!”

“Your point,” the Dragon agreed, and he was gone before she could reply.

She hoped he took time to at least examine the wound she had inflicted upon him. Dragon or not, she had a lot more strength behind her than she had when she had originally been attacking him. The fact that he wasn’t even slightly upset surprised her, but perhaps he was truly just that used to her attacking him, or it was just another display of how much he’d change later. This added guilt to the list of other emotions she was currently balancing, and that didn’t help with her mood.

The other possibility that was there was disquieting, and Z pushed it to the depths of her mind rather than attempt to face it. And there was a depth to her mind now. She had thought her memory was decent before, but she could recall vividly Nivaradros’s tone for the past few days on top of everything that had gone on around them. She had always had a memory for words and a few other things, but now she knew she would remember everything … forever.

Forever was a word she had never wanted to know. There was a chance now—if she survived—that she would come to know that word in a way she had never wanted any mortal to know, especially her. Midestol’s ten millenniums were upsetting enough to think about, but now she had that lifespan as well, and, unlike the Dark Mage, she couldn’t get rid of hers.

Growling at herself when she realized she was driving the sleep she had agreed to attempt further away, Z closed her eyes again and tried to relax. It caused her to want to fidget, and that brought a small amount of joy—something human was still with her. Immortals could fidget, but mortals made their attempts at it look pathetic. This thought carried her for another ten minutes before she grew exasperated again.

Immortality’s a bitch, isn’t it?

Crilyne’s words made her smile, and Z felt some of her anger slip away. Have any helpful advice?

Don’t become immortal.

Little late for that, don’t you think? Z sighed and struggled to keep from snapping over the Shade’s sarcasm. At least all those born to immortality get to accept the idea right away, not get it thrown upon them after they’ve spent years as a mortal.

She felt his amusement despite the silence that hinted at immense disappointment at her stance in her new condition. Zimliya, you have never been among the merely mortal. Need I remind you how many times you should have died? Or all that you’ve accomplished. I believe the Mithane said it first—you were born to the wrong race. You’ve always been more on the side of immortals than you were of the mortals, and your logical stance on the way the world worked put you even further over the line. If you had been just a human, none of the immortal leaders would have given you so much as a glance. You’re special, you always have been, and it amuses me that we are still having this conversation even now. Do you think Nivaradros would have risked his life, magic, and position of power to keep you alive if you had been just a human?

He wants something from me.

It must be very important to him to make him do everything he’s done to protect you. She could feel Crilyne’s unease. Do you know what he seeks?

Part of it.

Does it involve you?

To an extent. He won’t confide in me completely.

Well, he is a Dragon. Laying things out as a whole is not something they are known to do.

With the exception of this, he is honest and straight forward when I demand it of him.

And yet, you still think you are merely human. Any other mortal would not have been given the amount of freedom he has afforded you. He cares for you, Z, and it frightens me to a point. I don’t think he would kill you, but he certainly seems to think you will go along with his plans without a fuss, and I shudder to think of what will happen should that not occur.

I trust him.

The Shade chuckled dryly. There is more to it than that. Admit it, Zimliya, you care for him far past the level of trust. He carried the honor of your friendship and so far, despite all the small hints that could have broken that gift, you have continued to let him carry it. You would, at this point in time, die to protect him if it wouldn’t mean the end of the world.

Z grimaced. The Shade would always know her far too well for her liking, but he was like Nivaradros—she trusted him; just not as much as the Dragon. Some part of her felt the Shade wasn’t someone she could count on completely. She was still waiting for his betrayal, and if it ever did come, she was uncertain she would survive it. If she did, however, Crilyne would not.

He’s not what everyone wants to believe he is.

Much like you and how Tenia viewed you? the Shade asked shrewdly.

She didn’t answer. The name still stung, and she wondered again if it would ever lose its hold on her. How in the world do you make your mind shut up? she asked him instead.

You don’t, welcome to immortality.

You’re just full of helpful information tonight! she snapped at him with a fair amount of anger. What do you want, then?

Nivaradros hasn’t told me much regarding his current plans, other than he plans to join the fight and send you elsewhere—or should I say have you go elsewhere? Either way, it is a slightly irritating position to be in, so I am asking you to do something I am fairly certain you are going to refuse to do.

Alarms went off in her mind over the words, but Z managed to keep from saying ‘no’ instantly. She would hear the Shade out if nothing else. She could always snap at him afterwards.

What is it? she asked warily.

I need you to consider trusting the Dragon one step further. I have a feeling he’s waiting on it.

No. Alarms went off a hundred times louder than they just had, and if she had been standing, Z was certain she would have been on the other side of the room despite the fact the Shade wasn’t in it.

Z—

She ignored him and angrily shut down all communication with the Shade as a result. She could feel him trying to contact her still and forced him out further. Anger gave way then to something colder, and Z gave up on trying to sleep. Getting up instead, she began to pace the room as the lights came on, and she was therefore fully armed when the Dragon came in, and the Dragon didn’t come in alone.

Her back was to them as they entered, and she tossed several daggers at both presences without so much as turning. Throwing blades over the shoulder was even easier than she remembered from the morning in practice. She felt the shield Nivaradros called forth, and a second later she felt and heard the blades bounce harmlessly off that shield as both Dragons—she could tell by presence alone who was with him—immediately stopped their advance once inside the room.

“I am going to guess you spoke to the Shade?”

“What gave it away?” she growled icily at him.

“I was in the same mood after I spoke to him.” Nivaradros took a few steps closer to her back and she tensed. “I’m willing to assume he mentioned the same thing to you that he suggested to me.”

“I don’t want to talk about it!” she hissed through clenched teeth.

“Well, now would not be the time anyways,” the Dragon replied dryly. “Would you like to greet your guest? She has come a long way to meet you and is almost as annoying right now as the Shade. She seems to think I am torturing you to death. Why don’t you show her the latest reason why I think it is far safer you remain here?”

When she didn’t move, a familiar feminine voice spoke softly for one of her race. “Zimliya? I sense something odd about your presence. What did Nivaradros do to you?” Veilantras’s worry was apparent, and it was strong. Veilantras had always had a soft spot for her, and Z was still surprised she hadn’t attacked Nivaradros the last time she had visited. Knowing full well the elder Dragon was no match for her former student and inches from attacking him anyways, Z turned to face Veilantras and saw the Dragon’s eyes widen in shock. “Impossible!”

“Far from it, apparently,” was Z’s sour reply as she let the ancient Dragon examine her both with her eyes and with a hint of magic. “Three days,” she added before the Dragon could ask.

“Nivaradros, what did you do?”

“Why is this my fault? She did this to herself! I was simply trying to save her from the ridiculous bargain she made all those years ago to awaken the eight Yvsina Shades.” Nivaradros’s eyes brightened at once, but his gaze moved to Z’s. It was slightly apprehensive and possibly pleading; she realized then he blamed himself for some of this. Something the Shade had said had hit home.

“It was my magic, Veilantras. My magic and a bit of advice from an acquaintance. Nivaradros simply kept me alive long enough so it was possible.”

Veilantras’s brow rose. “So, you don’t blame him?”

She did, but she wasn’t about to admit it because she knew she wouldn’t always blame him. Veilantras would hold the grudge she wouldn’t until one of them was dead if she didn’t lie about it now.

“No,” she answered softly as she turned to regard Nivaradros with a bitter smile. “Not for that.”

What he was planning, on the other hand, she did hold him accountable for. Still, that wasn’t something she wanted to bring up either, and in order to convince Veilantras she was completely fine with things, she couldn’t continue to stand where she was. Moving to Nivaradros’s side, she allowed him to put an arm possessively over her shoulders.

She also allowed herself to lean against him. There was something annoyingly comforting about the Dragon, and his temper, that managed to always calm some part of her down. She was still angry and still uneasy about his plans—the ones she now knew about—but at the same time, he did have her back, and she knew there was very little chance of her claiming another world as a possible home again if she ever made it to one. If she was honest, she doubted she would ever truly find any other place more like home than this room he had created just for her. If it still creeped her out—and it did—it was also a small piece of security offered by none of her other places of residence.

Veilantras interrupted her train of thought rather suddenly. “Nivaradros says you will not be fighting with us. Where, then, will you be?”

And now she knew why the female Dragon had really come; Nivaradros had summoned her to help. “I will be distracting the enemy,” she told Veilantras with a grimace. “I am going to go visit my grandfather.”


Chapter 15

“How far in do you want me to take you?”

Z blinked in surprise and glanced to the Dragon’s head as he circled Midestol’s encampment lazily. They had spent the better part of two days flying to find the Dark Mage, and now that they had finally reached the small detachment of the army he was riding with, Z felt the familiar feeling of dread return. She really didn’t want to play family with this man, but if he truly meant what he had said when he had discovered she was kin, then this was the perfect way for her to help her allies without having to deal with the whole ‘oh my goodness you are an immortal’ thing. She was still struggling to accept the loss of her mortality and the sharpening of so many senses as it was.

They were now flying over one of the larger meadows of the world, and Z noticed a distinct amount of damage to the land by Midestol’s forces and their passage. Due to the drought in the area, it wasn’t a surprise, but it did mean a harder winter for those living in the path of the enemy’s passage, as Midestol’s men trampled the ground some of the large game animals grazed upon. The small detachment’s presence would cause the game to flee to begin with, and then the destroyed grazing lands would keep them at bay after the small group had passed. The only possible upside to this—in a very twisted view point—was that Midestol’s men tended to destroy any civilizations in the area so the lack of food possibly wouldn’t be a problem. Dead beings generally didn’t eat after all.

“I would assume word has been sent to him, just land on the outskirts.” She glanced over the side of the Dragon’s width with practiced ease and grimaced at the distance to the ground. It was much closer than she wanted it to be. “Watch out for stray arrows and magic.”

“I have done this a few times before.”

She smacked his neck lightly while shaking her head, but a smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. Though she had argued—and lost—with the Dragon for hours about him flying her to meet up with Midestol, Z had to admit she was grateful he had won the argument. The two day flight had been refreshing, and she found a small amount of comfort in Nivaradros’s constant degrading remarks about every single human—or any other mortal—village they had flown over. However, to be honest he had also been very insulting every time they flew over any immortal city or kingdom as well.

Nivaradros had grown some tolerance in the presence of others, but she felt it was more of an act rather than true acceptance or respect for others. After what he had said while airborne, Z knew the Dragon’s opinion about many of the races—especially since they had only flown over a small portion of them—had remained unchanged.

Nivaradros chose to land about five hundred feet outside the lines of Midestol’s small force. The majority of his army was attacking Istuion and two of the other kingdoms, so Z wasn’t entirely certain what this part of his army was doing out here. It wasn’t, however, her most pressing concern, but if she could gain that information she would. Sliding easily off Nivaradros’s back, she drew Kyi’rinn as a squad of twenty rode up on a band of creatures Z had never seen before. Clearly Midestol had been playing with life forms again.

At least this time there was nothing snake-like about them. After the Tenian disaster, Z would consider herself lucky if she got to avoid snake-like creatures for a century or two. She eyed the leopard-horse-lizard cross with both disgust and an eye for detail. Lizard skin gave the creatures some defense against the strike of an enemy’s weapon, while leopard coloring for camouflage and paws that contained the animal’s deadly claws added natural weapons for fighting.

To round it off for kicks, apparently, the creature had a horse-like build that made riding it a possibility, but Z found the horse head that ended in fangs extending a good three inches past the bottom of the jaw slightly concerning. She didn’t want to know what the creature was like to ride, but at the same time she needed to know its stamina, speed, and fighting capabilities. Sometimes Midestol’s little experiments looked worse than they were; sometimes they turned out to be worse than they looked.

“Impressive, aren’t they?” someone sneered when they followed her gaze to their mounts. “Your people won’t know what hit them when they go up against these.”

Z smiled icily up at him and shrugged. “I’m not sure I have a ‘people’ anymore,” she remarked mildly. She had been fairly certain her eyes wouldn’t be a color the speaker was used to in a human, and the way he backed up his mount confirmed it.

“I am almost positive she doesn’t quite fit in with any one race anymore,” the Dragon added helpfully. He eyed the creatures for a moment and then snorted smoke. “And for the record I am not impressed. It would take me two minutes to eat them, and neither their claws nor their fangs would be able to pierce my scales.”

There was a tense and angry silence for a moment as both parties eyed each other uneasily. “What do you want?” one of Midestol’s warriors finally demanded. His gaze was mostly on the Dragon—clearly, he thought Nivaradros was the biggest threat. As she was both female and human in his mind, Z wasn’t surprised, but she had thought Midestol had planned to leave standing orders with all of his men that she was permitted to see him at any time.

“I’m here to speak to Midestol.”

There was a hiss at her blatant use of their leader’s name, but Z didn’t even react to the whispered threats. Kyi’rinn, on the other hand, shuddered slightly with anticipation, and she could feel the sword’s eagerness for battle in a way she hadn’t been able to before. Since this was yet another reminder that her senses had been heightened, Z tried to ignore it, but that was far easier said than done. Nivaradros still found her displeasure amusing, so Z had struggled for the past two days to keep from voicing all of her issues with her new condition, but her eyes ended up being a bit of a help to the Dragon when it came to how she was feeling.

One of the self-decided leaders of the group opened his mouth to speak rather suddenly, but before his words could escape to get him killed, another voice spoke. It was velvet smooth, cold, and filled with the familiar power Z associated with its owner.

“It is quite alright, gentlemen. Zimliya is here with my blessing.”

Midestol rode up on one of his abominations, and Z was slightly pleased to see him start with disbelief when she met his gaze. He stared at her in absolute astonishment, and then turned to address his men.

“I will handle things from here.”

It took the squad a moment to gather themselves enough to leave, and since Midestol’s attention remained fixed on them while they did this, Z took a moment to examine the Dark Mage—her grandfather—unobserved. He was wearing clothing she hadn’t seen before and immediately disliked. Magic was woven both deep within the thread of the cloth, and heavily around it. It was as form-fitting as clothing could get that wasn’t immortally or Ranger made, but its color was a cold black that seemed to pull the color of the world around it. His boots were made from the hide of one of his new creatures, and Z noticed more protective and destructive spells had been used on them as well.

She had her eyes back up to meet his when he returned his attention to her. “I take it you are no longer susceptible to seizures?”

Her smile was faint, but amused. “Not so much, no,” she agreed. “But I’m not immune from death.”

“Well, that’s a small ray of sun given the thunderclouds I see right now. What brings you here?”

“You said I could visit.”

She had the pleasure of seeing Midestol start for the second time that day. “You came here to visit?”

“Apparently the Dragon thinks I should invest in family now that I have the time for it.”

Midestol’s gaze flickered to Nivaradros for a second. “That Dragon?”

“The one who is getting tired of being spoken of in third person? Yes,” Nivaradros drawled dangerously. His smile was all teeth, and his eyes had started to creep toward their more irritated shade. He swung his neck and head until they faced the Dark Mage more than her. “She’s not allowed on the battlefield,” the Dragon explained. “Therefore, she needs something to do. You indicated interest in getting to know her personally instead of getting to know her as a target, so I thought now was the perfect time. If that doesn’t interest you, however, I am certain she would be more than happy to leave. This is, after all, my idea.”

Z sighed as Midestol’s attention returned to her. “It was entirely his idea. I’d rather not grow at all close to you in any manner. I plan to kill you eventually, after all.”

The mage’s chuckle was dark, but amused. “Not if I kill you first.”

“That would be a small downside to my plan, yes.”

Orange eyes watched her intently. “My offer still stands, Zimliya,” he told her softly. “I would like to get to know you as something other than the most entertaining and powerful enemy to have crossed my path yet.”

Shaking her head in disbelief at the truth she heard in his tone, she held his eyes with hers and then sighed again. “I think I am going to end up regretting this, but perhaps it is past time I learn the possible blessing to having a living relative.”

“She does have a problem with the term ‘family,’” Nivaradros observed offhandedly to Midestol.

The Dark Mage winced. “Indeed, but at least I have the poor excuse of saying I didn’t know about her. I should have guessed—I should have known—but I did not. The now-dead king of the former Tenian kingdom, however, didn’t have that excuse to lean on. He knew all along whom he was destroying.” Midestol’s jaw tightened in anger. “He gave her to me to eventually kill several times. I should have known who you were, Ksiria—”

“Zimliya,” she whispered softly.

“Zimliya, then—why do you not claim your name?”

“Because it’s a bit late to change names for me, Midestol, and because it’s been a scar for years. I just wanted to know what it was. I am too well known to change names now, and I am used to Zimliya.”

Nivaradros coughed—loudly—and she elbowed him in the jaw. She doubted he really noticed, but it made her feel better. He shook his head and coughed again, which told her she needed to hit him harder. Yes, she preferred to go by Z, but that wasn’t what she was arguing about right now. She was arguing about an entirely different name, not her preference to use a nickname to the one she already had.

Midestol’s dark smile was also amused. “As you say.”

She really hated those words. Hated them with a passion. “So I do,” she countered before turning her anger towards the Dragon completely. “Don’t you have somewhere you’re supposed to be?”

A cloud of smoke appeared as the Dragon snorted. “I take it you have decided to stay, then?”

“Right now, he’s not as annoying as you are.”

“Your words wound me,” the Dragon said in a falsely injured tone. He shook himself, and slowly backed away. “If you harm her in any manner, Midestol, you and I will meet on less amiable terms.”

“I would expect nothing less from a Dragon,” Midestol replied evenly. “You are not known for liking others, Nivaradros, and yet you seem to be exceptionally protective of Zimliya.”

The Dragon shrugged, causing Z to duck to avoid being taken out by a wing. “She’s an investment of mine. I would rather not have wasted the effort I have put into her thus far. Her death or a huge change in her demeanor would render my effort wasted, and I have a notoriously short temper when my time ends up having been for naught.”

“Your kind is known for that.” Midestol’s gaze returned to her. “You look well,” he told her softly. “It is both wonderful and maddening to see you no longer so easily pushed over to death’s hold.”

“I am fairly certain several of the immortal races will have the same opinion.” Z turned to glare again at Nivaradros, and the Dragon chuckled before taking to the skies with ease.

“So how do you want to do this?” she wanted to know once the Dragon was gone.

“Well, a warning would have been nice, but I can make this work without too much of a problem. We will not, however, be staying with any part of my army. I want to get to know you and surrounding you with men who will constantly be scheming to get you into their tent, or into a torture chamber, will take away from the whole experience. Especially since you have already gone through most of that by my orders already. You know who I am as an opponent, I want you to know me as a person.”

She managed to refrain from pointing out his entire lifestyle revolved around torturing or raping those he captured for fun, but it took work. Instead she nodded in agreement but hesitated when he offered her a hand. He meant for her to ride behind him on his creature, and Z wasn’t entirely certain she wanted to find out what it was like to ride something that was a horse-lizard-leopard. She had been on some of his creations before—back when Nicklyn had still been alive—and it had never been a pleasant experience.

It was clear her hesitation annoyed him. She was almost certain he misinterpreted it, but she since she wasn’t sure, she didn’t want to open her mouth and possibly make it worse. Steeling herself instead, she grabbed the black-gloved hand he offered her and swung up behind him with ease.

“Rumors will be starting,” Midestol commented dryly.

“I really didn’t need the image that just came to mind.”

She felt the mage almost shudder, and abruptly realized the previous threat now had a different meaning for him. She doubted he would make such a remark again. Having had to deal with such terrible remarks from him for years, she felt a small amount of amusement over his discomfort. It was also a relief to know he had a line he wouldn’t cross. “Neither did I, thanks for that.”

“You started it.”

His chuckle surprised her. It was open and far more delighted than she was used to. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. Midestol had been amused at her expense before. It was normally when she was bleeding to death, or in the midst of being tortured at a level that definitely should have killed her. This laughter had no dark undercurrent to it; she didn’t know what to make of it.

“I will have to alert my men to the change in plans.”

“Or else they may do something stupid? Like wait here forever?”

“Something like that, yes. It is a small amount of relief you follow things like this so well. I hate having to explain things in depth.”

“I occasionally have my own army to deal with.”

“Yours is slightly more difficult to handle than mine. Immortals are well known for having long grudges among their own kind, and every other race out there. My people are at least united in their ambition and goals.”

Z chuckled softly. “Very true, but it does mean there is rarely a dull moment.”

“When you’ve lived for a few millenniums, you will find out there are many different kinds of dull; some of them you even start to look forward to.”

She laughed aloud then, and relaxed slowly as she adjusted to the horrible gait of Midestol’s creature. She kept her hands by her sides—refusing to touch him, and not needing to—but she didn’t hold herself away from him at all costs. Occasionally she bumped against him when the creature took a horrendous step, but when it was clear he didn’t mind it either, she felt tension leave her body even more. This was either going to be a disaster, or one of the more positive things she had gone through in a while; she wasn’t sure which she wanted it to be.

It only took about five minutes to make it to Midestol’s camp, but it felt like it was at least triple the amount of time. After their initial exchange of words both of them had fallen silent, and that silence had been awkward. There really was no way to prepare for spending personal time with someone who was either trying to kill you, or someone you were trying to kill. And it was clear Midestol was just as unsure about this whole thing as she was, but she had a feeling his was more anxious nerves to her ‘this was a stupid idea.’

Having spent the last decade and a half, and then some, trying to convince herself that family was a waste of time—having succeeded, in fact—this was something she didn’t know about at all. Memories of working something similar out with Nicklyn, and then dealing with the scar his death had left, warned her away from even considering this, but the Dragon had subtly positioned her to ignore her own warning. Worse was the small—and growing—feeling that she did want this. If it worked out, it would be nice to have someone to consider family, but if it didn’t, Z knew it could possibly re-shatter her anew. She wondered if the Dragon had considered that.

As he was an immortal—and had been born that way—she presumed he had. If he hadn’t, he was possibly in for a nasty surprise. Then again, Z had a feeling if the worst happened he would just see it as a new challenge. As far as she was concerned, the Dragon should have let her die months ago. He, on the other hand, had apparently gotten great joy out of the whole let’s-prolong-Z’s-life thing. While she was grateful—mostly—to be alive, she hadn’t overly enjoyed the torturous process she had undergone to get here.

“If you so much as bruise her, your death will be felt throughout our world for the next millennium.”

Z shoved her thoughts to the side at Midestol’s cold statement and smiled slyly as several of Midestol’s warriors jumped back from his creature as he rode through them. She did have to admit his reputation was occasionally helpful. No one would consider touching her for now. The creature picked up a magic-awful gait as he urged it to go faster, and Z glanced over the mage’s shoulder in time to see they were headed towards a platform. Great. She always loved being gawked at.

Midestol reined in the creature as they landed level beside it. He waited for her to dismount before he joined her on the lowest level of the dais, and he raised a brow before preceding her to the top of it. She followed mostly because she hated awarding him a point by standing on the bottom. That, and because she was likely to have to kill someone if she remained without his presence in the center of his camp—since she was only female.

There were a fair number of stairs to climb, since the stupid thing was at least fifteen feet high, but Z managed to keep her annoyance on the stairs, and not on how different it was to use them since her change. Moving to stand beside him at the top, Z caught a small smile of approval—and it was smug—as Midestol glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. She tuned out his little speech since there would be a decided lack of useful information in it, and simply waited until he was done. Following him back down the stairs, Z once again climbed behind him on his created monstrosity, and she managed to keep silent as they rode out of the site.

“Are we heading back to your castle?” she finally ventured to ask after a couple of hours had gone by. She wondered briefly if immortals—or at least her—got sore from riding, because Midestol’s stupid beast was horrible to sit for such a long time and she knew they were going to be on the road for days at the very least.

Midestol glanced over his shoulder at her for a moment and then shook his head as he returned his gaze to what was before them. “No.”

She waited fifteen minutes for him to continue talking, but when he added nothing further, she sighed. “Then where are we headed?”

“It is still within my lands.”

“Well, that narrows it down.”

“You are trying my patience.”

“The feeling is mutual.”

Midestol exhaled sharply with irritation, but he didn’t reply for several minutes. “I am not taking you to my castle for the same reason I decided not to stay with that part of my army. I am attempting to build a relationship with you that is slightly more positive than I have attempted in the past. In order to do so, I think the best thing to do would be to start in a place you don’t have a negative association with already.”

Z thought this over for about a minute. While she wasn’t entirely certain it would, indeed, help, she was willing to admit it couldn’t make things any more difficult. It also was a small surprise. The Dragon had been right all along—possibly. Midestol did seem to be pulling out all sorts of tricks to try to make this work.

“I take it our destination is a surprise then?”

“Your annoyance over not knowing where we are headed is slightly entertaining.”

“Of course it is.”

They rode for several more hours before Midestol reined in the creature and Z slid off. Landing easily on her feet, Z glanced at their stopping point and raised a brow at Midestol. “Zimliya, it is highly unlikely anyone is going to be stupid enough to attack you or me—or both of us really—no matter how dark it is. There is very little point in seeking out some hidden refuge.”

He had a point, but old habits die hard. She managed a curt nod and shifted her weight for a few minutes while Midestol tended to his mount before she struggled to think of something to do. “I’ll go find some firewood.” She headed off before he told her they didn’t need it.

Since they were in the plains, there was a lack of trees to contend with, but Z hadn’t been able to handle being with Midestol. At a campsite. For the night. Not yet, anyways. This whole thing was so damn awkward she considered going to the Dragon’s side to stab him for suggesting this. She also hated how she kept hitting the wall over this whole arrangement, but damn it all to the hells, with what Midestol had done, it was almost impossible for her to accept this.

“This is really going to be more difficult than I thought for you, isn’t it?”

It was only because she had had a minute’s warning that Midestol was on his way that she managed not to jump. Instead she just whirled with a hand on a dagger and a hand on Kyi’rinn. “Does it help if I tell you it’s not just because of all the stuff you’ve done?”

Midestol’s smile was cool, but faintly entertained. “Slightly.” He watched her intently, and she managed not to react to his stare. “I really like your eyes now, by the way.”

What was it with people and her eyes?! Z still didn’t know what they looked like—she was too worried about the possibilities to find out—but so far everyone had made a comment about them.

“Uh … thanks?”

He laughed then, and it was a rich laugh that offered no threat. “You are welcome. Come back to camp, Zimliya. I promise you I won’t test your tastes with anything overly exotic.”

“As you have a shortage of humans to carve from, that isn’t overly surprising.”

“Be nice.”

“I was.”

Orange eyes rolled skyward, but she knew it was an act. He was more amused with her words than annoyed by them. “Alright, fine—it was a bit of a given, but at least come back to camp?”

“Worried someone’s going to attack me?”

“In these parts? Unlikely, but there is always a chance.”

“I’m touched by your concern.”

“How is it the Dragon puts up with you?”

“I am fairly certain he asks himself the same thing hourly.” Z smiled mischievously and glanced over at her grandfather. “If you would prefer, I can always leave.”

“You must have been hell as a child, but no, don’t leave.” He gestured for her to follow him though and she fell in step beside him. “Tell me about it,” he said suddenly, quietly.

“Tell you about what?”

“Your childhood, before you went to the city. I know most of what happened after that, but before then … I’ve never been able to piece together what happened, where you were, before Tenia.”

She hesitated. It was the one part of her early life that wasn’t scarring, but she almost hated to talk about it more because of that fact. “I lived with a merchant and his wife.”

He waited for her to continue, and she couldn’t get past the lump in her throat. “I take it they weren’t abusive?”

“No, they certainly weren’t that,” she confirmed with a nod. The light of the day was almost non-existent now, but the shadows failed to bring the comfort she sometimes found they did.

When her silence had extended for another ten minutes, Midestol paused and moved in front of her so she was forced to meet his gaze. “Too private to share?”

It was, she knew, a gesture she shouldn’t have needed. Yet it was something she did. Nodding again once, stiffly, she waited until he had resumed his position to her left before she started walking again. The silence carried them all the way back to the spot where Midestol had left his mount, but once there, the mage lit a fire carelessly and then moved to stand across from her. The fire caused forms to shadow his face in shapeless ways, but it was almost soothing—something somewhat familiar, even if it was on a different, colder face.

“You remind me of your mother,” Midestol said finally. His words were slightly loud, as if the silence had been too much of a burden for him to bear. He grimaced as he realized he had spoken too loud, but he continued to speak, though he softened his tone. “Her determination is within you—possibly dwarfed by yours—and you have her desire to learn weapons. She was always gifted with weapons,” he added with a dark smile. “It caused a small problem when she was young. I didn’t know for months she was harassing my soldiers by training with them. They didn’t know how to respond to her.”

“Well they do tend to have an issue with females and weapons. And females in general.”

Midestol’s smile was cool. “There is a reason for that.”

“One that isn’t outdated by a couple millenniums?”

“Now I remember why sometimes I had to stop your torturer from killing you—you have a habit of crossing the line of safety.”

“It gives me something to do.”

“It will possibly end up getting you killed.”

“That is part of the thrill.”

“You are impossible.”

Z winced at his tone. “This is my first reaction to comments when I am nervous, Midestol. I really can’t just turn it off—not without effort.”

“Ah, I am making you nervous?”

“If you try to tell me you’re not at all concerned about this, I will tell you now that I sat behind you all day today—your words have no weight. I have never seen you sit so straight and stiff.”

Another laugh that had no threat emerged. “Alright, you win. This is probably equally upsetting for both of us. But will you try to refrain from provoking me?”

She inclined her head as a reply, but he fell silent as well. It was a long silence. “So, I have my mother’s interest in weapons …?”

He sighed and managed a nod before sending a small amount of power to cause the fire to grow. “I will say she considered it more of a game, for you it’s a way of life. And not just because you were forced into it, but because it’s in you. She became gifted with weapons yes, but hers wasn’t a true talent—yours is. If you had never had even a single lesson you would still be a formidable foe; Lianneta could only gain most of her skills through training.”

“You allowed her to continue …?”

“When I was finally informed of what she was doing, yes. I could see her skill with the sword, bow, and staff. And I could see the joy she found in her training. I know you will not find this believable, but while I would have preferred a son, I did love my daughter, Zimliya. I did, however, request that she take private lessons. I believe the master I placed her with is the man who introduced her to your father. In the beginning their meetings were entirely professional—each knew who the other was, and each wanted to best the other. Of course, given the way things ended up, they clearly didn’t stay professional for long.”

Z chuckled softly. “Yeah, well neither did Nicklyn and I.”

“You never had sex with him, and you managed to kill him in the end. I would have preferred the same outcome between Lianneta and Kevei.”

As she wouldn’t have been born, Z wasn’t sure she had an unbiased opinion, so she remained quiet for a few minutes. “You could have killed the prince early on.”

“You really do have a problem. You haven’t once attached the family title to either one of your parents, or to me, since we started talking.” As this was true Z merely shrugged, and Midestol shook his head in mock disgust, although it was possible some of it was true emotion. “Yes, I could have killed your father, but I admit I was foolishly curious to see if Lianneta was better than Kevei. It was a thing of pride. I couldn’t touch his father, but if my daughter managed to kill his son, it would have been as if I had killed him.”

That logic was easy enough to follow. “And if things had ended differently, all of us would have been living on your lands?”

“You would have entered weapons classes alongside your magic lessons the moment I felt you wouldn’t kill yourself or someone else—granted, someone else would have been a minor concern—accidentally.”

She blinked. “I’m female.”

“So was Lianneta. Besides that, in the grand scheme of things you would have been too much of a talent and a power to let sit on the sidelines over something as foolish as the fact you weren’t born male.”


Chapter 16

It was past midnight when Z slipped out of the camp again. Midestol was going over figures and other information pertaining to the war, and she had had all the personal information she could handle from his conversations right now. Being in the tent he had created while he discussed matters regarding the war she wasn’t allowed to take part in only made it harder for her to forget who he was—and who she was. If she planned to form any kind of positive relationship with the man she needed to not be around him while he was planning to go to war with the races she had sworn to protect.

Races she wasn’t helping now. Pausing once she was a good mile from the site, she closed her eyes and exhaled slowly. She hated this. She wanted to be fighting—helping—and instead she was traveling with a man she felt she wanted nothing to do with after spending months being unable to assist her allies due to her condition. If she had to have company, she would have preferred company of a different kind, and—she hated to admit it—she really wanted Nivaradros’s presence. Opening her eyes, she inhaled at a steady pace and glanced around her location intently. She could, she knew, move herself to the Dragon’s side and then come back before morning. She was tempted to do just that.

Crilyne? she called softly as she opened the communication channel she shared with the Shade.

You are going to get the Dragon to try my patience, the Shade informed her in a tone that managed to be amused and exasperated at the same time.

Uh oh, what is the Dragon up to?

Every single time I move and he notices—and movement, by the way, means everything from blinking to breathing—he demands to know if you said something. Since so far you haven’t said anything, it has been slightly hard to convince him of the fact without killing him. He misses you, or he is concerned Midestol will kill you and his plans will unravel. I am not certain which one it is, but both possibilities make him unbearable.

She apologized, but found the desire to visit the Dragon—and everyone else while she was there—was almost overpowering. How is the battle going?

Well, the Dragon is an asset there. He and Veilantras have probably single-wingedly saved a good third of the army. Nivaradros is quite the magic user. I don’t think even Veilantras expected it. From what she said in the meeting he absented himself from this evening, I have a feeling she thinks he is still holding back on us.

She was positive he was, but she didn’t even let the thought cross over to the Shade. Who’s dead?

No one important—Well, everyone’s important to you, but none of the rulers or heirs have fallen. Nivaradros is slightly protective of those you care about. People may start to like him. How goes immortality?

I loathe it with a passion that you cannot describe.

Sounds like it’s going well then. How are you otherwise?

I can’t do this, she told the Shade finally. I cannot just pretend like Midestol and I will get along after everything he’s put me through, and everything I’ve been through on my own.

She felt Crilyne’s concern and then his solution. It would have been easy to override him before he could speak, but she knew he hated it, and she wasn’t in enough of a bad mood that she wanted to share it yet.

Come here for a few hours then. Spend time with Nivaradros, but no one else. Everyone is eager for your return, but the three of us who know about your recent recovery and transformation aren’t sure that excitement will last once they know what you have become.

And what have I become, precisely?

What you should have been born as.

Disapproval over her disgust emerged, but Crilyne didn’t push her. Of all the immortals, mortals, and those past both states—the Shades, the Wraiths, and the Guardians—Crilyne knew her best. He understood why she was the way she was intimately, thanks to this bond and over a decade and a half of working with her. His disapproval was therefore layered with compassion.

Zimliya, will you pull away from the Dragon now as well?

She reacted as if she had been slapped. Exhaling sharply, she cursed the Shade thoroughly for several minutes. It’s that obvious?

When we are talking like this it is, or should I say when we are speaking like this and you decided to let me read more into your thoughts and emotions. You are oddly open tonight. Normally I feel like I am speaking with a brick wall.

Thanks, Z replied sourly.

You are most welcome, but I was being serious, Zimliya. You have the best defenses mentally of anyone I know, and you are letting me in on purpose. Why?

Because I don’t trust myself to think logically at the moment.

So stop trying to think logically and think illogically for a moment instead.

She wanted to hit him. I am not sure I can manage that either.

Amusement again. Z, come here, Crilyne said finally in a soft and supportive tone. I have a tent—the Dragon doesn’t—and I cannot risk having you walk around the encampment. You are supposed to be recovering from your attempt to leave the world forever, so having you walk around in fine condition wouldn’t really support that white lie.

Growling under her breath, Z got a lock on Crilyne’s location and used the shadows to cross. When she emerged in his tent—with no long random walk for once—she found the Shade watching her calmly. His black eyes followed her movements keenly, but he didn’t immediately speak.

“Now what?!” she demanded in exasperation.

“You should take up the Islierre on his training. Not now, but later,” Crilyne told her softly before inclining his head to her with true respect. “And I will go fetch your Dragon.”

“He is not my Dragon!”

“As you say.”

She paced the length of the tent once the Shade was gone and she was stuck with waiting for his return or leaving. Since leaving meant the Shade would be stuck with a very irritated Dragon, Z determinedly forced her mind away from that option. Instead she turned her attention to the tent; the Shade rarely requested one. As she swept the tent with her eyes, Z’s mood soured. Judging by the fact that Crilyne had touched very little—and gotten a bed he didn’t need—she had a feeling he had asked for the tent after Nivaradros had declined one.

“Bastard.”

“I certainly hope that wasn’t directed at me.”

A smile tugged at her lips—Dragon hearing was far too good. It was another two seconds before Nivaradros pushed open the flap and entered the tent in his lesser form. The Shade was nowhere to be seen, but Z could tell the two had argued about something. The neon faded quickly though as the Dragon’s eyes held hers.

“Not you, no. Crilyne, on the other hand.”

“Ah. I could agree with that statement.” Nivaradros closed the distance between them slightly. “Trouble with Midestol?”

Hesitating since she knew the Dragon had some personal interest in seeing her get along with her grandfather, Z struggled to come up with an answer. “Is any of your family still alive?” she wondered aloud.

Neon returned. “Why?”

“No reason,” she said with a sigh. Closing her eyes, she shivered slightly. “Coming here was a mistake,” she whispered, but she heard Nivaradros move forward at her words.

His hand gently caught her chin, and she opened her eyes to find his curious, and worried. Any anger that had been there was gone, and Z mentally sighed with relief.

“You don’t ask dangerous questions for no reason. Why did you ask about my family?” Nivaradros’s hand moved away from her chin and fell calmly to his side.

“I thought maybe I could use them as a reference,” she told him lamely.

Her words seemed to astonish him. “What do you know of my family?” he asked in a slightly dangerous tone. He stepped back, and the movement told her she had to tread carefully. This was a touchy subject.

“Nothing. I swear, Nivaradros. Of all the races whose lineage I follow, the Dragons are not one of them.”

Neon faded to a bright, but less dangerous green. “I see,” he said quietly in a tone that argued otherwise. He watched her intently for a moment before sighing. “Your visitor called me something.”

“My visitor?”

“The one who helped grant your immortality and refused to give me his name.”

“Ah, that one. Yes, he called you the Warlord, but his tone implied far more respect than you are often awarded, and I have the feeling he was not using it to refer to the time you spent flying around destroying things for the hell of it.”

Nivaradros nodded absently. He moved to the desk that was possibly the only piece of furniture the Shade was using in the whole tent. Picking up a quill, he crushed it in his hand until it seemed like it had started out as dust.

“What do you know about the Dragon race before the Council was formed?” His tone had an edge to it, and Z froze as what he wasn’t saying became clear.

“You are the heir to the original Dragon empire,” she breathed in astonishment.

Neon returned, and Z took a step back as Nivaradros advanced on her. Before most of the other races that weren’t native had arrived, Dragons had held most of the lands. There had been a ruling Dragon line that had ruled for millenniums until inside treachery had caused the entire empire to crumble and allowed the other races the chance to force the Dragon’s undisputed hold to weaken to breaking point. It had been before Nivaradros was born—long before—but Z was shocked to learn one member of the family still existed. Perhaps there were even more reasons to Nivaradros’s outcast state than she had considered or known.

“Very good,” he said in a cutting tone. “But the empire has been broken, and the title has no power any longer. Not to mention much of the original lands have been infringed upon by the other races. As such there would be nothing for me to claim.”

He once again raised a hand to touch her face, and Z managed to keep from even flinching as his hand cupped her chin. He was in a dangerous mood—one she hadn’t seen for over a year. He was inches from snapping, and she wanted him to stay there, or soften his temper.

“That’s what you’re after,” she whispered. “You want me to return you to the throne that was stolen from your grandfather?”

“Not quite,” Nivaradros replied after a careful pause. He let his hand fall once more, and took a step back, giving both of them space. “No one would bow to me without destroying much of the land and beings that occupy it. While several of the races wouldn’t be much of a loss, land takes time to recover, and it is very boring to watch grass grow.”

“So, you will have me take it and hand it over to you?” she asked as her throat tightened at the thought.

“No.”

“You want me to appear to rule, but answer to you?”

“No.”

“Then what do you want, Nivaradros?” Z demanded shortly. Fear started to swirl within her, but Nivaradros’s actions on her behalf countered some of that fear.

His smile was cool, but he didn’t answer her question. “I believe the Shade requested the bed because he figured you would disobey my request and show up. I suggest you use it, if you can sleep.” He turned to go and made it a few steps before she found her voice again.

“Nivaradros—”

“You are still not ready.”

“I don’t give a damn!” she shouted angrily. “Tell me what you want!”

The Dragon regarded her in silence for a moment and then snorted. “Oh?” he challenged icily. “You won’t attempt to flee? Denounce our friendship? Avoid me or try to kill me?”

Her eyes narrowed. “No,” she promised at long last. “I won’t do any of those things. I just want to know.”

“It won’t make things easier with Midestol.”

“I don’t give a rat’s ass about Midestol.”

His chuckle was cold enough to freeze winter. “I would tell you,” he said softly, “but I am not willing to believe you. I want to keep this friendship, and you are still adjusting to it.” He demonstrated this by stepping closer to her again.

It took everything she had to keep from backing up as he approached once more. He touched her face for the third time that night, and he brought his lips to her forehead.

“But I will offer you a compromise. What I want for the moment,” he said in a very controlled tone as she abruptly pulled away, “is you. Not as a pet,” he added with disgust that twisted the last word, “but as an equal, and I want you to trust me completely to the point that no matter what I end up doing, your trust never falters. Immortals are incapable of that kind of trust—humans are not.”

“I’m incapable of it.”

“You haven’t tried.” He released her and stepped back. “And I will point out you didn’t stab me through all of this, so I believe my point stands.”

“I have to go,” she whispered as she tried to walk past him. He moved to block her exit.

“No, you do not.” The threat was apparent. Z was certain if she tried to leave Nivaradros would take steps, and she didn’t know how many, to keep her there. “Stay for the rest of the night, Zimliya. Midestol will wait.”

Trapped. She could leave, but in this temper Nivaradros was a danger to everyone else and leaving would surrender them to that fate. Closing her eyes, she struggled to keep from attacking him.

“Fine.”

He once again backed off, but this time it was to retreat to a corner. “I will remain over here.”

“Don’t bother. It doesn’t matter where you stand right now.” Z headed over to the bed on the off chance she could manage to sleep; it would be reassuring and sadly comforting if she did.

Or so she thought. Z awoke a few hours later in the arms of the Dragon. With a strangled cry of surprise, she vacated the bed and had a dagger pointed at the Dragon’s heart—one of them anyways—before Nivaradros could even respond. A black brow rose slightly, but he didn’t even blink.

“I take it you really were talking in your sleep,” he murmured thoughtfully.

She put the dagger down—albeit a bit slowly—and regarded him sharply. “What did I say?”

“That you were cold.”

“So naturally you decided to join me,” Z said sarcastically through clenched teeth.

“I asked. You said it was fine. How was I supposed to know you weren’t truly awake? In all the time I have known you, if someone so much as flinches outside your room you awaken at once. I thought you were okay with it.”

Exhaling uneasily, Z shook her head. “I guess I was just that tired.” It sounded lame even to her, but she did manage to sheath the dagger as the Dragon got up and approached her. The dagger reemerged as he touched the side of her face.

“Oh, for goodness’ sake!” Nivaradros snorted. His eyes, however, were more amused than his tone let on. “You are fine.” He smiled slightly, before his eyes shadowed. “And now you should probably go,” he said quietly.

She tensed but nodded and slowly put the dagger away once more. “I don’t want to go back.” Shoulders stiff with the thought, she turned away and studied the desk full of paperwork.

“He has no intention of harming you now, not while you are there.” The Dragon placed his hands on her shoulders and drew her back against his chest. He seemed slightly pleased that she hadn’t stabbed him over the motion; she was more than delighted over the fact she hadn’t. “If he was, I wouldn’t ask you to attempt this, but I truly think it is safer for you among the enemy than it is among your allies.”

“They have to find out I am immortal at some point.”

“Let it be another time. Go now though; otherwise, I will find it much easier to keep you here.” Nivaradros’s eyes edged towards neon as she glanced up at them.

“Fine,” she told him softly, and she pulled herself into the shadows before he could reply.

Once more she didn’t walk the shadows since it would have required her to create a world. Instead she used them as a portal cheat and emerged back at the campsite Midestol was still at mere seconds after leaving the Dragon. Midestol glanced up at her as she appeared before nodding towards a pot he had placed over the fire. Apparently, he also thought she needed to eat. She refrained from snapping at him, but it was a close enough thing that she kept her mouth shut until after she had served herself.

“Did you manage to work out the kinks in your battle plans?” she asked slowly before grimacing. The Dragon was insane. What the hell were they supposed to talk about? They fought on opposite sides!

Midestol’s smile was slightly bitter. Clearly, he understood what her grimace was from. “Hopefully,” he said quietly. “How about on your end?”

“I just checked in with the Dragon.”

“I approve of him, not that it matters to you, but I do. He’s loyal to you.”

“He is a Dragon; he just wants something.”

“You.”

And that was what she was starting to fear. “I’m a human,” she said flatly. “He’s after power, which I have, nothing more.”

Midestol raised a brow. “He threatened me about your well-being. If he was after your power he would have simply threatened that I was not allowed to steal it, and he may have offered to share. I know that Dragon to a point, Zimliya. If he was after your power I wouldn’t have to worry about killing you; you would already be dead or he would. I would, however, have had to worry about whether or not he would consider sharing what he might have gained.”

Since this was more or less true, Z fell silent and just picked at her bowl of what appeared to be perfectly edible soup. She didn’t want to dwell too much on Nivaradros’s sudden interest in her. It was slightly frightening, and more than a little out of place for a Dragon—for him especially. What she was slowly managing to get him to reveal was even more upsetting, and she knew she probably didn’t even hold half of the pieces.

“Dragons threaten as easily as they breathe.” She spoke a little louder than she wanted, but Midestol’s approval was a bit much to accept. She didn’t know whether she was offended, worried, grateful, or just plain angry—and she certainly didn’t know where she stood on what his approval was for.

Midestol’s knowing smile caught her off guard. “You could do much worse,” he pointed out.

“I’m aware of that. Nicklyn, remember?”

The Dark Mage’s laugh once again was uncomfortable to hear. It had to be a sad thing to say that she preferred his deadly laugh to this one, but she honestly did. “He wasn’t right for you at all. Not nearly talented enough in anything you would have needed him to be. The Dragon at least is a fighter. His temper is the only thing I would worry about.”

“His temper is my favorite thing.”

“You’re bound to get burned if you play with fire.”

“I already have been.” Z finished picking at her meal and set the bowl aside. When Midestol vanished it, she managed to give him a dark look, but her heart truly wasn’t in it. “So where are we going? If you say ‘it’s a surprise,’ or something equally stupid, I may be tempted to stab you.”

“No patience today?”

“When do I ever have patience? I believe we live on different worlds—patience and I.”

Midestol shook his head. “You have an extraordinary level of patience, you just lack it in certain areas. I have seen you wait for four days for my men to attack you. Four days. You didn’t even flinch. I was starting to believe you were under a spell and not truly yourself, until Vaenir attacked you.” He whistled to summon his beast and fell silent until the creature was ready to go. Swinging back up onto the abomination’s back, Midestol leaned down to offer her a hand.

Z accepted it with more ease than she had the day before, but once she was settled behind him she once again made sure there was no way to brush up against her grandfather accidentally if the ride got rough—well rougher; his creation’s gaits left much to be desired. Letting her body move with the creature’s jerking walk Z waited for Midestol to speak once—wondering absently what had driven him into silence.

“We are heading to the house I had built for you, your mother, and your father,” Midestol said at long last. “It is some place you were meant to be, and as you have never been there before it shouldn’t lend itself to negative experiences unless we desire them.” He glanced over his shoulder at her. “Will we be able to not walk on ice around each other, Zimliya? We have our reasons, but I would like to be able to create some sort of a connection with you.”

“Promise not to rape anyone while we’re attempting to bond?” Z asked cuttingly. She immediately felt bad for her words, but with what she had been forced to see and hear during her many stays with Midestol for non-family reasons, it was the first thing that came to mind.

She saw him stiffen in surprise. “Fine. I find it highly unfair that I cannot think of a single thing to ask of you.”

“I promise not to kill anyone else that seems to be fond of torturing anything female that moves. Well, anything that moves, period.”

“We are going to a house, Zimliya.”

“With servants, or should I say slaves?”

“Well, of course.”

“Then I am going to have to make that promise. I know what goes on all too well, Midestol.”

“You’re lucky the Dragon came with you. I am tempted to kill you now.”

Z shrugged. “Go ahead and try. I am perfectly willing to end this now. Neither of us knows who is more powerful. I am willing to bet it’s not you.”

She had a second’s warning. Vaulting off the back of the creature she drew Kyi’rinn and parried the magic Midestol sent her way. It was powerful, but it didn’t even cause her weight to shift, and it should have. Giving Midestol a black stare, she held his gaze intently, but didn’t follow up his attack with one of her own. They stood there for several minutes—each studying the other—until Midestol’s hand finally dropped.

“Don’t push me, Zimliya,” he growled. “I do not—now—want to harm you. You make it incredibly difficult for me to keep my word.”

His words caused her a moment’s regret, and she lowered her sword slowly. “Sorry,” she told him honestly. “It’s just, damn it, Midestol. I prefer you as an enemy.”

Orange eyes held hers. “Do you?”

And she surrendered again. “No. I just fail at any other kind of relationship. Ask the immortals I run with. Any of them would undoubtedly kill to be in the position you’re in now, and you’re probably thinking this is some twisted punishment the Dragon thought up.”

“I just find it irritating that the fact that you’re my granddaughter seems to have made our relationship worse.”

“That’s not your fault,” Z whispered as she closed her eyes. He was no threat to her now—she had felt his interest in attacking her vanish. “It’s easier to trust an enemy to harm me, far easier than to trust anyone else not to. I’m used to the former; the latter I believe is a trick.”

“If the former Tenian kingdom wasn’t destroyed, and its king still lived, I would kill him myself. You are truly one messed up woman, Zimliya, do you know that?”

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

Midestol shook his head but held out a hand. And that was all he did. He made no movement forward, and he kept his threats contained. His eyes watched her, but even they were not demanding. It was, she realized in astonishment, entirely her choice. Pressing her lips together with anger, Z finally put Kyi’rinn away and stepped forward. Accepting Midestol’s hand, she put the power in her control for a moment and pulled him sharply from the world and into the shadows—it was the one of the two elements she knew he would never be able to control.

He let out a strangled cry of surprise and released her hand at once. Looking around them sharply as her world began to form without her so much as asking it to, Midestol turned to regard her with frank admiration.

“Impressive,” he breathed. “Imagine what I could have done with you at my side—for a second,” he added as she raised a brow. “We could have ruled the world before you were seven.”

“I don’t want the world, Midestol. I never have. I have a hard enough time just living in it.”

Her mind returned, briefly, to the lands she had gone to when he had forced her to flee almost a year ago now. That had been a world she had been willing to live in. It had had its own races—including humans, who magic knew somehow ended up almost everywhere—and she had gotten over much of her mental and emotional scars during the time she had lived and worked there. Or so she had thought. Coming home had brought them all to the surface again. Now she had to deal with this, and immortality apparently didn’t come with anything that would help with something like this. Since it seemed to come with everything else as a built-in talent, Z clung to this lack with bitter anger; it gave her something to do.

“Where were we going?”

“I told you—”

“Destination-wise. I am not riding that—that thing again. We will travel through here.”

“And if I protest?”

“I can make plenty of rocks for you to vent your frustration on. But if you attempt to kill me, or manage it, you will either be trapped here forever, or you will perish when I do if my control is not strong enough for the world to continue upon my demise. It is only a sub-world after all, and it is sustained entirely by my magic and my mind.”

Midestol stared at her as a tree started to grow, withered, and then vanished as though it had never been. “I think you need to work on this slightly.”

She grimaced. “I fully intend to take up the Islierre’s offer to train me if I am ever allowed to see them again.”

“The Dragon?”

“Apparently he’s concerned they’ll be tempted to kill me.”

“You can take care of yourself.”

“So we have discussed. Evidently, he doesn’t like my odds.”

Midestol snorted and began to walk. “Follow,” he called over his shoulder.

“Why? You don’t hold any power here, I do, and this would be a fairly easy way to kill you.”

“The Dragon would be disappointed.”

Cursing him loudly, Z scowled and kicked a loose rock as she did as he had ordered originally. The Dragon and she were definitely going to have to have a very long talk about interference in her life.


Chapter 17

They spent the next two hours discovering Midestol’s sense of direction left something to be desired. Cursing in seventeen languages under her breath, Z leaned against a boulder and watched as Midestol once again paused, grimaced, and then started in a direction for a few steps before he would once again pause, grimace, and start off in a different direction.

As he had been doing this particular dance for the better part of an hour Z remained where she was and practiced her use of the shadows while she waited. Her world was once again becoming more realistic, but she had managed to kill no less than seven trees while she had waited for Midestol, and it irritated her. Her world never vanished completely—she had that much control at least—but she had to remake and extend parts of it.

“If we weren’t in the shadowlands I would have a better idea of where we need to go!” Midestol finally snapped at her.

Z raised a brow, but shrugged coolly, and the world vanished. They emerged from the shadows about thirty miles north of where they had been. “Know where we are now?” she asked in exasperation.

He turned to reply; Z sensed the attack right as he saw it, but there wasn’t enough time to respond. Midestol was instantly beside her, and Z had Kyi’rinn out of her sheath by the time the creature—if something that gruesome could be called a creature—had impaled Midestol with its fangs on his left side. Its head was missing its body a second later, and Z pulled the head and its fangs away from, and out of, Midestol’s sides. A fire burned the remains while she grimaced at the smell, but she kept her attention on their surroundings in case there were more of the creatures in the area. Silence, magical and physical, greeted her senses, and Z let her attention turn to the man who had just willingly taken an injury for her.

Midestol’s condition, at first glance, was far more severe than she wanted to see. The mage was pale, bleeding profusely, and Z could see the telltale sign of venom along the edges of the wounds.

“You shouldn’t have done that!” she shouted at him. She was furious, confused, and uncertain what would have caused Midestol to protect her. She didn’t know how to respond.

“It would have bitten you,” Midestol replied in a tone that was too even. “What the hell was it?”

“I don’t know. Someone’s failed attempt at a bear? I don’t go around creating monstrosities, that’s your thing.” Z glanced briefly at the ashes her fire had left of the creature, and then turned her attention back to the more important matter: Midestol’s injury. “How bad are you?”

“I am fine,” Midestol insisted, but as he took a step forward his legs crumbled. Z rushed to support him as he made the effort to straighten. He didn’t even attempt to wave her aid away. Placing his left arm over her shoulder, he leaned against her as little as he could. She could feel his body trembling from either pain or venom.

“You are far from fine.”

They made it another couple of steps before Midestol collapsed completely, and Z knelt beside him at once. His breathing was shallow, and his skin was white enough to make snow look cream.

“Where are we going?” she asked him urgently. “And is there help available there?”

She felt him brush up against her mind and stiffened, automatically blocking him out. A glance down at him, though, began to thaw her instant revulsion to the idea. Midestol’s eyes were closed and his breathing was getting weaker. Lowering her mental barriers with care, she reached out to him; she could always block him later on.

Where are we going?

His answer was a mental map, and she felt him shudder in silence as the poison raced dangerously fast through his veins. In his state, he couldn’t control what she touched in his mind, and Z constantly pulled back as images from his life pressed against her. She felt soiled. Violated. Deadly. Disgusting. Pulling away sharply, she exhaled slowly and then reconnected with the Dark Mage. Her grandfather. The man who had just saved her, which made it harder to justify inaction. It would be so easy to let him die. So easy, and so painful. Plus, she still wasn’t certain she could let him die without a disaster occurring from his stolen power as a result. Touching his chest with her hands for no other reason than because she felt like it, Z shoved a small amount of strength into him.

“Stay with me,” she whispered before enfolding them both in the shadows again and moving them from where they were to where they needed to be.

Exhaustion hit her hard when they returned from their rushed travel in the shadows. Glancing up at the castle Midestol had apparently built for her mother—there was no way in hell anything like that could be considered a house—Z struggled to her feet.

Stay down. I will summon help. In my condition if you rise, you will be seen as a challenge, and I am in no condition to keep anyone from trying to claim you.

She took his advice. When help came Z pretended to be somewhat meek, and she followed the men who carried their lord into the ‘house’ in perfect silence with her eyes lowered. Inside they went, down several halls, and up two flights of stone stairs before the halls began to reveal doors that Z was certain were meant to be rooms.

When their small escort finally paused and gestured one of the doors open, Z found she was correct, and let out a sigh of relief. She was delivered to the same room as Midestol, and her concern for his health grew as he was placed on the bed. It was only when the room had been left to the two of them that Z moved forward again. Grabbing Midestol’s right hand in a loose grip, she channeled power towards him.

You need a healer, she told him softly.

They would not survive the attempt. The venom of the creature is quite potent.

Z struggled to keep Midestol’s tainted feel away from her while maintaining contact. She felt his desire for her to aid him. I am not a healer.

Perhaps not, but you know poisons and venom. Even better, you have a history of survival. Do what you can. At this point I highly doubt anything you do—and I know you enough to know you will try to save me regardless of what I have done—will make things worse.

That decided her. Pulling away the clothing that blood, air, and venom had attached to the wound, Z hissed softly at what she saw, but drew one of her daggers and began to work. The creature had managed to bite Midestol’s left side with a bit of depth behind its strike, and Z could tell ribs were damaged on top of the deep puncture marks the fangs had left. Cutting deep into Midestol’s side, she used magic to drain the venom that had been forming pockets along his muscles—he would have to fight what was in his bloodstream on his own.

She worked where she could. In the end her hands, the bed, and his side were soaked with blood, but he was still alive, that had to count for something. Bandaging up what she could, Z’s gaze continued to flicker back up to Midestol’s face. He was unconscious—had been for the past hour she had worked—but his breathing was no worse than it had been. They would have quite the battle to fight together if he was to survive, but Z wasn’t about to leave him now, and she couldn’t shake the knowledge that he had taken this wound to protect her.

Glancing out one of three windows in the room, Z winced as she noticed it was getting dark again. Between their time in the shadows, and Midestol’s injury, they had lost almost the entire day. Midestol shifted suddenly and Z’s eyes were drawn back to the man at once. He looked nothing like her—other than the same hair color—but she had no idea what her mother, or her father for that matter, looked like. Exhaling sharply, she let her eyes finally take in the room. The room was covered floor to walls to ceiling in expensive hardwood. As the castle itself was made out of stone, Z could only imagine Midestol had created this room for her mother, but she wondered if there was some hidden reason to the wood, or if it had merely been to change up the castle’s stone look.

Midestol’s bed was good sized. Before she had spent time at Nivaradros’s lair, she would have said it was large, but the bed in her rooms in Nivaradros’s lair was at least twice the size of this one. The frame was a simple, but expensive, heavy oak with designs carved into the headrest and the four corner posts. There was—thankfully—no canopy, and the covers looked safe when it came to style. Z had a feeling Midestol had been keeping up the castle for a while—had possibly never let it fall into inactivity completely—and she therefore let her eyes wander intently. This wasn’t Midestol’s style, it was hers.

Plain. Plain, yet expensive and well made, was the voice of the room. The wardrobe was big enough to hold the clothing of a queen, but there was no fancy gold edging or anything of the like around it. Like the bed it was old wood, and like the bed it had been classed up by carvings, but there was nothing that said power or money about it; someone walking by and glancing at it would never know.

Your mother preferred plain and simple, much like you.

Z spun around in surprise to see Midestol’s eyes had opened—if slits could be considered open—and the Dark Mage was watching her. She left her examination of the room and returned to his side, picking up his left hand again as she did so. The smallest amount of pressure pressed against her palm.

Are you hungry? Thirsty?

No, Zimliya. I do not trust my body to handle those things, breathing is enough of a challenge. But I heard you moving and wondered what you were up to. This room has your mother’s style to it. Your father preferred gems and gold, but he put up with his wife’s odd tastes.

She smiled at the thought of her parents debating something so normal, but when her gaze flickered back to Midestol, the smile faded. Seeing him there—near death—made it hard to continue to hold him in the contempt he deserved. Squeezing the hand she still held lightly, she glanced out one of the wooden framed windows again and watched as the sun vanished behind the mountain in silence. They had to be a good hundred miles east of Midestol’s castle, but Z knew they were still in his lands. Judging from what little she knew, Z was convinced the coast was a mere twenty miles from this castle—she could only hope no storms were brewing out at sea.

Midestol’s hand suddenly tugged sharply, and Z was drawn away from her thoughts and back to him as he coughed heavily. Seeing the telltale sign of red appearing on his lips, Z cursed and tore off the bottom of her shirt to hand to him. She would see him survive this if she could. While he continued to cough, Z checked his wound and let more words fly when she unbandaged it. It was clearly heading towards infection already, and the venom from the creature was eating away at his healthy tissue.

That bad, huh? Midestol’s tone was weak even without words, but heavily amused. I could learn all sorts of new words from you. Do your immortals know what you use their language for?

We have competitions. I think they are more pleased than concerned. I need to cut away more of the tissue, Midestol; the venom has infected it and I fear it will spread more.

She felt him grimace. Do it then. As I said last night, I trust you in this. Rangers have always been good at mending with and without magic. He released her hand to let her work, and she slowly pulled it back to her side.

Since it was true, she neither agreed nor offered a protest to his words. Instead she drew her dagger again—grateful she had been gifted with self-cleaning sheaths—and began to examine Midestol’s injury with both magic and the trained eye Rangers were required to gain before they were allowed on their own as a warrior. Reaching out with her right hand since the left held the dagger, she let a touch of magic silence the nerves around the wound before she began to work. She had to cut a lot of flesh away. The venom had wreaked havoc on the skin around the original wound. She was careful to keep the pieces away from her skin on the off chance she had a scratch, but otherwise the whole of her attention was fixed on the man before her.

She was so focused on what she was doing the light touch just behind her elbow came as a surprise. Can you stop for a moment? We are about to have company.

It was a warning. A sharp, dangerous one. Z nodded immediately but stayed where she was to finish the last section she could safely work on without endangering any of Midestol’s organs. Once she was finished, she rewrapped his wound and then retreated from his side as the door swung open. It was a group of five, and their eyes all moved to her while she kept her eyes lowered to a point. She could feel their stares and felt a hand inch towards a hidden dagger. If they so much as touched her their lives would be measurable in seconds.

Midestol showed some signs of life; he sat up and regarded the five alertly. They all again glanced at her before their eyes moved to their lord. “She is not here for your entertainment,” Midestol told them flatly in a voice that should not have been that strong.

Then again, it had to be, or he would find himself the target of attacks. One day of being unable to stand was barely acceptable, but these men were not his general warriors, and they had been caught off guard enough that it had been a risk Midestol could take. He could not, however, take that risk a second time.

“She is here for you, as yours?” one of the men—the youngest—asked rashly.

Midestol’s brow rose sharply, and Z winced at the hint of magic that flared before the man combusted on the spot. The display of magic was necessary, but it would endanger Midestol greatly. Everything he did now would push him closer to death if he wasn’t careful.

“Do not question me. She is not to be so much as leered at if you see her in the halls,” he told the remaining four curtly. “Have I made that much clear?”

These four were smarter; they didn’t so much as turn to look at her. But she could feel their unhappiness and their attention still on her, so she struggled to keep silent.

“As you say, Lord,” someone finally said quietly.

“Good. Dismissed,” Midestol ordered curtly.

They bowed as one. “Shall we send for a slave with healing talents?” one of them asked.

Midestol snorted. “No need. If I need slaves, I will come down and slaughter them myself.” She caught him nodding dismissively once more, and then the four filed out of the room. Once the door was closed, Midestol sank against the pillows and hissed in pain.

Glancing up fully then, Z winced at the sight of sweat that began to appear. Moving to Midestol’s side she once again picked up his hand and sent a small amount of magic—and she wasn’t picky enough to make it a particular type—through his system to aid him.

“I could make the attempt to heal you,” she offered softly.

“And could you live with yourself if it didn’t work? Could you live with yourself if it did?” Midestol asked in a whisper.

That was the question, or questions, that she couldn’t answer. In all honesty, if Midestol died it would make life much easier—safer—but she found she wanted to get to know him a little bit. Perhaps she could learn something about herself she hadn’t yet discovered or admitted. Perhaps she could finally learn something about her parents. The temptation to learn either of those things was embarrassingly strong, but she did want to know.

“Does it matter if I could?” she asked quietly.

Yes. Yes, it does. We will fight to the death at some point if I survive this, Zimliya. I will make every effort to destroy you mentally, physically, and emotionally. You, on the other hand, will only try to kill me to end the battle, but I do not want this to be what weakens you. If you cannot do this then do not attempt it. I do not want to have to explain to your Dragon how I shattered you or have to deal with him until I am ready. Nor, he added in a steady tone, do I want to lose what we may have finally started to build here. Go rest or take a breather from this—I wouldn’t advise leaving the room, but the desk is nice—and if I need help I will call.

His advice, his concern, was solid. She had no idea what to make of it. Letting his hand fall once more, Z moved to examine the desk she hadn’t bothered to really take note of before now. It was immortal made, ancient, magicked, and in very good repair. She let her fingers trace the ruins carved in a language only three beings still spoke—four, if she counted herself—and then spoke them softly aloud. The desk began to glow lightly as the last word faded into silence and the wood vanished for a moment—leaving something akin to a seer’s image instead.

What it meant for her to learn would only happen if she paid attention. Z’s eyes focused attentively on both the center of the images, and what was on the edges. Fifteen minutes later, the ruins began to fade, and the desk became a desk once more. Sitting in the chair that had obviously not been made by the same hands that had made the desk—it was a human-made chair that creaked when she sat in it—Z let her mind run through and over what she had seen.

She was wise enough to know what was set and not set in time. She also knew the images had reflected both the past and the present simultaneously—it was one of the reasons she had no interest in tuning her ability to work as a seer. The Mithane could have that honor. She got enough of a headache when she had to—or was forced to—play her small part in things.

Touching the top of the desk with her hands out flat, she whispered an ancient sentence of thanks. Regardless of her thoughts on the subject, the desk had given her warning and help. She felt the brief shiver of power run through the wood and smiled grimly. Grabbing a dagger from her side, she pricked her left index finger before pressing it against the desk once more. This time she received nothing from the desk, but that was the better response. It had accepted her offering, she owed it nothing further.

Ksiria.

Zimliya, she corrected sharply as she turned around to face her grandfather. Midestol’s eyes were closed, and if she hadn’t heard her name she would have thought he couldn’t speak; he had gotten worse while she had been entrapped with images.

Moving to his side at once, Z examined him for a split second before cursing herself as a fool and grabbing magic she had only used once before and thoroughly hated—the magic that had caused her to shed mortality. Now she put it to its true use: healing. Closing her eyes made it easier, and a depressingly smug voice told her she needed to get training or help in this magic as well at some point if she intended to use it for matters like this. She firmly ignored it. Her mind pulled an image of Midestol’s body, and then broke it into layers until the training she had gone through as a Ranger successfully took those layers and labeled them correctly, so she knew what she was fixing.

The Mithane could probably have healed the Dark Mage with relative ease, but Z had no training, and too much talent to work with. She also loathed healers and the talent that allowed them to both aid and harm others. Not to mention while she could heal, it was a struggle. It was the other reason she never called this talent; she constantly had to fight her power and her own insecurities to use it. It did not come as naturally to her as it did to all the other healers she had known.

She had no idea how long it took to work layer through layer. She repaired, removed, rebuilt, and reinforced what had been damaged, broken, or destroyed completely. Hands on hers caused her to snap out of her magic. Moving back while drawing a blade, Z took several deep breaths as she struggled to keep herself from attacking Midestol—a healed and fully healthy Midestol, although it was obvious he was exhausted. But she was also exhausted, and that made it harder to control the reactions she so desperately needed to.

“Sorry,” he said quietly. “But while I appreciate the work you did, I don’t think you need to heal every little injury I have taken over the course of my life, and that seemed to be where you were headed.” He held up his hands—palm up—in the gesture of surrender until she lowered her weapon and slid it back into its keeper.

“It’s fine,” she replied after several minutes of tense silence. “You’re still slightly pale. Are you certain you are alright? I’m not a healer.”

“I lost a fair amount of strength. It is easy enough to regain,” Midestol said offhandedly. His smile was dark and bitter as she grimaced.

“You’ll be heading to your castle then?” she wanted to know. He intended to slaughter slaves, and captives. With the length of time the poison had had before she had decided to heal him, she was willing to assume he intended to slaughter hundreds.

“I haven’t decided. Leaving you here means you’ll be facing the overly ambitious, but not very talented, warriors who haven’t made the attempt to touch you because I am still here. The minute I leave, they will. While I wouldn’t be terribly upset if you killed them, I was looking forward to having one time that you managed not to kill a few of my men while visiting. Bringing you with me, however, is possibly worse. My orders are standing there, but there are several men who wouldn’t mind attempting to get around them if it meant getting to you. And you already expressed your lack of interest in seeing me behave as you are more accustomed to.”

“I could seal the room with magic,” she offered, despite the fact her stance stiffened at the thought of using more magic.

“You would probably go insane.”

“I was born insane.”

“True, but insanity has the blessing of sometimes being better than the mental state of those who only can call themselves sane.”

She smiled at that and inclined her head. “I could spend time in the shadows.” Again, she tensed at the thought, but at least there she could stretch her legs.

“I’d rather you didn’t.”

“I could go annoy the Dragon.”

Now Midestol smiled, and he finally got to his feet. His balance was sturdy but careful, and his movements were the same. “He would probably be willing to see you, to make sure I haven’t killed you yet. I also approve of that idea. No one would be able to reach you there, and if they somehow did, it would not be on my watch.”

Her smile was faintly amused. “True,” she agreed. She had lost track of how many days she had been here. Closing her eyes once more, she used another touch of magic she kept to herself; one she hadn’t used in years. “I healed you for three days?!” she asked as her eyes flew open.

“I was aware of at least one and a half,” Midestol admitted. “But I assume I was unconscious for the other part of those three days.” He watched her closely. “I would like to make sure you get out of here without incident before I embark on my own trip.”

She nodded slowly and moved to ready herself to head back through the shadows—portals took less work, but they could be risky to take at times, and walking the shadows would be easier. Plus, she did need the practice.

“When do you want to meet back here? Or do you just want to call this a failure and go back to fighting?”

“Three days if you are able to return,” Midestol replied. She nodded again, and then moved from the room into the shadows once more.

She arrived back in Crilyne’s tent and was pleased to see the Shade wasn’t home. Mindful of the promise she had given the Dragon, Z didn’t venture outside the tent. She also distorted her presence as best she could with magic, without alerting someone it was her magic. Spying the bed still against the one side of the tent, Z headed over to it and sat down for a few minutes before sprawling out on her back and closing her eyes. After four—five?—days on her feet, it felt nice to relax. She wasn’t tired to the point of needing sleep, it was likely she never would again, but she had to admit this still brought a small level of comfort. At least, it did when there was no fear of waking up beside a large, angry Dragon.

Or so she thought. Halfway into a sleep she hadn’t expected to take she felt the rush of outside air swirl through the tent ahead of the Dragon’s presence. He argued with himself under his breath for a moment, or argued with the Shade who didn’t follow him. Z heard Dragon speak the word ‘Shade’ in his usual cutting tone before Nivaradros began to curse the existence of the undead immortal thoroughly. She felt him pause in the center of the tent when he realized she was there, and she sensed his approach when he finally decided to make it. The side of the cot creaked ominously for a second before he strengthened it with magic, but he didn’t immediately touch her. When he did it wasn’t what she expected it to be. His hand lightly touched her cheek, and she remembered stirring for a moment before she remembered nothing more.

When she awoke, her eyes flew open as she sat up. Nivaradros and Crilyne were seated around the Shade’s desk—well, it had been a desk; someone had morphed it into a table—and they were both watching her with a mixture of relief and amusement.

“Immortality seems to have solved your sleeping problems,” Crilyne observed mildly.

She told him what he could go do in three different languages while the Dragon began to laugh. Fixing him with a black stare, she rolled her eyes and swung her legs out of the bed. “Don’t make me repeat myself,” she told the Dragon sourly. “I know you magicked me into a deeper sleep.”

“You needed it,” Nivaradros replied evenly. He gestured to a chair on his right as she approached. “You looked like you had attempted a healing, or something of that difficulty,” he added hastily as she sat down gratefully. “Without the proper training, something like that could easily overpower your strength, no matter what race you are. You also looked like you had forgotten to eat for a few days. I therefore thought sleep would be in your best interest.” He watched her intently. “What happened?”

Grimacing, since she was still undecided on the part where she had healed Midestol, she nevertheless began to explain. When she spoke of the creature that had attacked them, Nivaradros held up a hand abruptly before she could continue and glanced at the Shade. Crilyne’s left brow rose, but he nodded a minute later, and an image appeared in the center of the table over the papers thrown carelessly across it.

The image was about two feet high and was her mysterious attacking creature’s twin. It did look like a bear that walked permanently upright, but looking at this image and comparing it to the one that attacked Midestol, Z knew the one she had seen had been young, since it had been only four feet when it stood up. White fur covered the body, and since the representation she received included the examination of a dead one, parts of the hair had been cut off to reveal how thick it was. It would be hard to get an arrow, spear, or sword through that with ease—telling her again hers had been a juvenile, and she’d been lucky to kill it.

“I take it by your silence that yes, you have seen this before, and yes, this is what attacked you,” Nivaradros inserted softly. “We’ve been fighting them for about a week, but they attack both our forces and Midestol’s. We are not certain where they came from, but we had thought they were only in this area. If you got attacked where you were, then we will have to reconsider our thoughts, and we have a bigger problem than we originally suspected. Or it may be possible that one was transported there for you directly.”

“I think the one that attacked us was a young one,” Z said as she continued to study the creature. “It was only about four feet standing, but it was certainly fast on its feet. I also didn’t have any problem removing its head from it shoulders with Kyi’rinn.”

“That sword is a magically created blade—it is possible it would be enough regardless. Especially since your strength has increased from what it was before. As for the age, the ones that attack us here are about eight to nine feet when standing, and about four feet across at the stomach, so you’re probably right in assuming yours was young, but that’s almost worse. Sometimes the younger something is, the more dangerous it can be.”

The thought had crossed her mind as well and she made a face. “How many people have gotten attacked by them?”

“Forty or so. That number is mostly from the first days when we didn’t realize they were walking venomous creatures that moved much too fast for their size. Since the first day we’ve only lost about six others; everyone else was day one.”

“All of those attacked have died?!” Z’s tone rose sharply as the Dragon and the Shade exchanged a glance and nodded. “But you have healers—you have to have healers!”

“Not one of them has been able to save anyone,” Nivaradros remarked slowly as he glanced at Crilyne. “Not even the Mithane, though that may be due to the Alantaion force’s insistence that he refrain from healing for the most part. They have been able to slow the poison down, but once it starts eating the flesh around the original wound, the victim lasts maybe a day or two more and then passes.” His eyes narrowed as he watched her. “Which one of you got attacked?” he asked in a low tone.

She tried not to squirm under that gaze. “Midestol,” she said softly.

“And he lives.”

“He was still alive when I left him. We split ways as he needed to return to his dungeons to murder a bunch of innocent people in order to reclaim some of the power his injury had cost him, and I wasn’t inclined to follow.”

Crilyne spoke this time. “You healed him.”

She hesitated and stiffened as though she expected one of these two to hit her. To be fair, the Dragon had before, but she could tell her reaction offended him now. “I sort of healed him.”

Nivaradros snorted—smoke appeared for a moment in the tent. “Is that the human way to say you managed to do something no one on our side has managed?” When she didn’t respond, the Dragon whistled in surprise. It was a sound she hadn’t heard from him, and it shocked her to know he could. “I’ll get the Mithane,” he told the Shade and her both before standing up and walking towards the flap. “Keep your eyes down until he gets settled,” Nivaradros advised over his shoulder before both his clothing and the tent flap blew briefly in the wind as he vanished outside.

She could feel Crilyne’s gaze on her while she picked through some of his paperwork. “I am alright,” she promised him quietly.

“I know, but while you are physically alright, you are mentally not at your best, and it concerns me. Especially since Nivaradros seems to have managed to clip your wings to a point. You argue with him, but you have not yet set foot outside this tent, as he requested. Why?”

“Because he is right, Crilyne. Despite all the words spoken over the years, the immortals may find it slightly concerning, and more than a little threatening, that I now have a lifespan that could be eternal. Before the fact I could fight them—any of them—and win was an annoyance, but an asset as well, and a temporary thing. I would eventually die. Now on the other hand—” She fell silent before Crilyne’s hand rose in warning; the Mithane was coming.

“Nivaradros, I am certainly not going to attack her on sight. Is there a reason for your near-death threats?” the Mithane was asking irritably.

“You will see,” was the Dragon’s growled reply as he opened the tent flap to let himself, the Alantaion, and then the wind inside.

Fearful of how the Mithane might respond to her immortality, Z rolled under the table to grab the few papers blown off the table like a coward, but when she had grabbed them, she placed them neatly upon the tabletop with her eyes down-cast. She had no doubt they had changed colors now—she was too uneasy—and she could barely keep her seat with the tension in the room. She felt the Mithane’s eyes on hers and knew he could sense the shift in her presence; he was trying to narrow it down.

“Zimliya, please, look at me,” he asked finally when she kept her eyes lowered. Nivaradros growled softly. “I have no intention of hurting her no matter what has changed, Dragon, but she is worried, and that causes me some concern. Why would she be worried about my response? Why would you be? Zimliya, now.”

The command in the word caused her gaze to rise to meet his. Brown-black eyes held hers keenly, and then the Mithane moved so quickly Z rolled out of her chair and went for a dagger in response. Holding the dagger out between them to keep a space, she watched him cautiously.

“Stay back, please.”

Hands up with palms out in surrender, the Mithane paused. “You’re immortal,” he breathed in a tone that sounded so relieved Z lowered her weapons in a wordless reply. “You’re truly immortal.” He stepped forward carefully and offered her a hand instead of approaching any closer. She eyed the hand for a moment uneasily, and then took a step forward with more caution than she had ever used before—his eyes were still a mixed color.

“Yes,” she managed to say softly at long last. “I am.” She took another step closer to that offered hand, but she continued to watch him for signs of an attack.

He grew tired of waiting. Stepping forward fast enough that her half step back did nothing, he enfolded her in a tight hug as she froze beneath the gesture. “You have no idea how proud I am to see you shed your mortality,” he whispered in her ear before he released her.

Relief clung to her, and she glanced at the Dragon to make sure he wasn’t going to go all protective—or worse, jealous—on her. “She was dying,” he told the Mithane as the Alantaion headed over to the table before her and took a seat. “I wasn’t ready to give up.”

“And here I have been holding a grudge,” the Mithane remarked with a crooked smile. His eyes followed her as she managed to once again find and take a seat. “It fits you,” he added softly.

“Thanks, but I’m still getting used to it.”

“I would imagine it would take some time.” The Mithane glanced at the Dragon. “Now why did you summon me here to see the human you have been hiding from everyone for months?”

Nivaradros exhaled with a ribbon of fire attached to his breath. “Zimliya can heal,” he told the astonished Mithane quietly. “And she can heal those dying by those creatures.”


Chapter 18

“You can heal others?” the Mithane demanded in a tone he had never used with her before. Cringing slightly, Z managed a nod, but it only seemed to inflame him further. “How long have you known about this?” And she realized then he had suspected she was capable of this all along. Suspected and managed not to push her, either assuming in the end she could not heal, or knowing better than to bring up something she would not do.

“Since before I left Tenia the first time,” she answered as her eyes closed. The memories threatened to bury her, and she forced them back with effort. Everything she had forgotten or managed to dim had been restored, corrected, or added since she had been granted immortality, and the result was crippling. She’d managed to block the flood until now, and she struggled to regain her previous control.

“I couldn’t handle healing anything.” Her voice barely counted as a whisper, and the healings that had been intertwined with her torture became so vivid in her mind she could even recall the pain they had brought—something she had been shielded from remembering before.

Steady, Zimliya. Crilyne’s tone revealed concern, and she felt his presence boost hers in a way he had only done once before.

Opening her eyes, she gave him a small nod and turned to glance at the Mithane. “I couldn’t use that talent, and even now it is exceptionally hard to call and apply. It is definitely not something I am good at.”

“No,” the Mithane agreed gravely as his eyes flickered to their black-brown mix. “I should have guessed that. With your past, and your flat-out hatred of healers and healing, I am surprised you managed to use your power at all. I am even more surprised you managed to survive it. The ability to use a talent, after all, is part will.” He watched her closely. “Explain how you went about this. Please,” he added when she paused.

Nodding slowly, Z closed her eyes and began to recollect the events leading up to Midestol’s attack. She could feel the smiles in the room over her annoyance at Midestol’s lack of direction, and it lightened the tense feeling the room had acquired. She suspected the Dragon was holding something in reserve, and she knew she didn’t want to know what it was. He was upset about something, and Z wondered briefly at the rumors running through camp.

When she reached the part about the basic treatment of Midestol’s wounds the second time, the Mithane turned his attention to Crilyne. “Are you certain his demise still is threatening to the world?” he asked as his eyes moved to her. He was not pleased with her interference to keep Midestol alive.

“As Zimliya and I have both stated in the past, there is a large possibility that Midestol’s demise would unleash a level of magic that would equal or be greater than the buildup of magic we just faced. His magic is stolen; we have no records that tell us how that power would be released. And, this is Zimliya we are discussing. He protected her; she would have felt the pull to return the kindness.”

The Mithane’s eyes darkened, but he nodded in agreement. “Zimliya, you are withholding things from me. I would appreciate it if you did not. What you’ve managed will assist us in treating current and future patients, but only if you explain things in depth.”

Flushing with embarrassment, she began to describe in detail what she had done. The Mithane’s lips pressed together in thought, and he asked Nivaradros if he could bring someone else into the meeting. The Dragon’s flat ‘no’ didn’t leave any room for argument, but to Z’s surprise neither the Mithane nor Crilyne raised a word of protest over it. Apparently Nivaradros had more power than she had suspected, or his suspicions were correct, and there were some in the encampment who would kill her if they found out she had bridged the gap between mortality and immortality.

The thought wasn’t as concerning as it should have been, possibly because she expected it, but when she resumed her description of what she had done, the Mithane’s eyes shifted deeper into black.

“So, you healed him in a manner that should have killed you without training or control—immortal or no,” the Mithane breathed in astonishment. “Can you summon images like you were calling forth and working from in your mind?”

Only the knowledge that that was the question coming stopped her from snapping at him. Instead Z closed her eyes and did as he requested, but it took work. When she opened her eyes, the layers she had created to heal Midestol were before her, but she didn’t like the way the Mithane stared at them. He reached out a hand and slowly pulled the images around in silence for several tense minutes, but before he could speak his thoughts, another voice interrupted them.

“I see Zimliya is not as far away from us as we are so often told.”

All eyes swirled to the newcomer, but he only had eyes for Z, and they pinned her to her chair as they took in what they were seeing. The Islierre’s eyes widened, but their color stayed pretty safe, and fairly unconcerned. He entered the tent without invitation, but there was little anyone could do now anyways; he already knew the worst news.

“I hope you don’t mind my intrusion,” he told Crilyne politely. “But I noticed the Mithane was invited, so I grew curious about what would require a Shade, a Dragon, and an Alantaion to meet in the Shade’s tent in private. It would have, in all fairness, likely only have happened before now in one of those ridiculous human jokes.” His eyes moved back to Z’s. “I understand completely now. Hello, Zimliya, you are looking much better than when I last saw you, and far better than rumor has placed you to be.” His smile was warm, open, and entirely friendly; she therefore didn’t trust it.

“Islierre,” she greeted stiffly with a polite nod of her head. “How have you fared these past few months?”

“Well enough with my kingdom in turmoil, and rumors of your demise. I am pleased to see they are unfounded.” He watched her briefly, and then shook his head. “In all honesty, Zimliya, this could not have come at a better time. You needed to be immortal; your mortality was crippling your abilities.” Seeing her anger, a small smile appeared. “Child, you were always in the wrong skin. Embrace this change—there is no way to get rid of it, I presume?”

She gave him a curt nod and turned back to the images the Mithane was playing with. She heard the Islierre take a seat at the table, but she determinedly ignored him. She didn’t trust an inch of his mood, but until she could decide how she wanted to handle it, there wasn’t much else she could do but ignore him. The Mithane didn’t notice her attention return, but he was still engrossed in the method she had used to heal Midestol. She was also aware, however, that the lack of notice was half-fake. As if anything really got past the immortal.

The Islierre’s attention was riveted on her though. “Have you considered my offer?” he wanted to know as she tried to determinedly ignore his gaze. Sadly, the question did need to be addressed, and Z turned to regard him with care.

“Which one?” she asked curtly.

The immortal’s eyes held hers. “If I didn’t know you as well as I did I would almost believe I had offended you. Since I do know you quite well, I am tentatively going to say this was not my doing. But if it was, may I ask what I did that bothers you?”

“Nothing,” Z replied shortly.

She had a feeling her eyes had shifted to whatever color represented anger, but she didn’t care. Right now, she was still trying to figure out the Dragon. As well as figuring out how she was going to handle breaking the news to a bunch of beings she had grown somewhat comfortable with that she was immortal. The Mithane, the Islierre, and Veilantras had handled it well enough, but what about the others? The thought of meeting them again was a constant worry. She remembered all of her concerns from the first meetings she’d had with them, and she could only see her apprehensions being multiplied.

“I meant the offer of training you to use your shadow magic,” the Islierre interjected, breaking through her thoughts. “You seem to be using it more consistently. Would you like to train and tune that power?”

The answer was yes, but she didn’t want to commit to it now. Seeing the Islierre’s smooth expression only confirmed the desire, yet there were only so many times he would offer it—she didn’t want to miss out on that training because she had waited too long.

“I would,” she admitted. “But I do not think now is the best time.”

His smile was his usual one of shadows. “Probably not,” he agreed. “Have you spoken to my son?”

“No.”

“Ah, well he will show up at some point.” But despite his words, the Islierre frowned. “Nivaradros, will you let Zimliya join the battle?”

“No.” Nivaradros glanced over at her for a moment before turning his attention to the Ryelention. “Why do you ask?”

“I am fairly certain my son will not make an appearance until she does, and I have a few things that must be discussed with him soon.”

“Then send him a message. Zimliya is not yet allowed on the battlefield. I don’t need her going through a breakdown because you decided you needed to talk to your son.”

“You are so very protective of her,” the Islierre murmured thoughtfully. Z turned her attention to him as the Ryelention’s attention remained fixed on the Dragon. “I’m surprised she hasn’t chafed at your chain yet. She’s never been very good at following orders.”

Nivaradros snorted. “I haven’t given her any orders, just requests.”

“With death threats attached,” Z muttered under her breath, knowing everyone would hear.

The Dragon glared at her. “Do you want to come onto the field?” he demanded to know.

“Not right this second,” she admitted with a frown. It bothered her, but Midestol was a person of interest, and she found she wasn’t as ready to be alongside those who had raised her as she wanted to be. At least no one here seemed too angry over the fact she’d saved the Dark Mage again.

Triumphant, the Dragon turned back to the Islierre. “Your other point?”

“When the time comes, are you going to allow Zimliya to marry—or engage in some sort of relationship—or should we all just expect you to eat anyone who comes in contact with her?”

Crilyne and the Mithane both sucked in their breath in surprise, and they glanced sidelong at the Dragon. To her relief, Nivaradros merely raised a brow. “I am not allowed to have much of a say in her life in that manner,” he said in an irritated tone. “She already put her foot down on that.”

“And you’re following that rule so well.”

Nivaradros snorted smoke. “She has yet to ask me to back off.”

“She’s tired still, Nivaradros, and I believe she is dealing with a lot. I am surprised she hasn’t snapped at either one of us yet. But since she hasn’t, you should be concerned about her lack of temper.”

“Enough, Islierre,” Z said softly before the Dragon could reply. “I believe he gets it.” The Ryelention glanced at her in surprise but nodded once before falling silent. His gaze, however, returned to the Dragon, who was now watching her. And the last thing she needed was Nivaradros getting any more protective over her.

“This is truly something, Zimliya,” the Mithane remarked as he looked up from her images. “I don’t think these would have saved any lives—not with the healers at our disposal and their limitations—but these certainly could save lives in the future. You will have to show me how you make them.” His eyes were their brown-black mixture, and he was making an effort to ignore the Islierre’s presence.

“I am certain you can make them without much effort—” she began to say, but yet another uninvited guest arrived, and she automatically froze.

The Thinyen took in his surroundings briefly in silence before his eyes found her. Immediately their color shifted from irritated to furious, and Z felt herself lean back in her chair as a result.

“No!” the immortal leader gasped as he stared at her. “How dare you—” he continued, but his words were cut off as the Dragon began to growl, and it was a rumble that caused the ground to shake slightly.

The Mithane’s sword also appeared on the table in front of him. Sheathless and glowing, the threat it implied was clear. If the Thinyen continued his sentence things weren’t going to stay pleasant. Crilyne’s eyes glittered their coldest black as well, and a small glow of magic began to shimmer the air before him. But perhaps the most impressive and unexpected display was the Islierre’s. His hands began to glow with shadow, his eyes couldn’t have gotten any deeper orange; in this light, they almost appeared red.

“I would advise,” he said in his most dangerous whisper, “you reconsider your current stance. You are upsetting Zimliya, and if you want the world to end, you will be foolish enough to make an attempt on her life. If, however, you want the world to continue—and your life, I might add—you will sit down. Shut up. And behave.”

Z stared at him in astonishment and knew everyone else was staring at him as well. Of all the immortal rulers, the Islierre was one of the most dangerous. He’d been mostly civil enough to her in his kingdom, but she also knew of at least seven attempts on her life he had arranged in the very beginning. She hadn’t expected his protection. In fact, if she had considered it, he would have been one of the rulers she would have put on the list of being out to get her. It was another reminder of just how much he had been on her side lately, and it made her suspicious. She wondered what had changed with him.

He inclined his head to her as she stared at him. “Don’t look so surprised,” he chided, though his tone was kind. “It’s unbecoming for an immortal, even one newly come.” The generally indifferent lines of his flawless face softened though when she couldn’t quite manage it. “I saw you as a mortal when we first met,” he told her quietly. “Just a mortal. Short-lived, useless, and a waste of a life form. It took a while for me to realize you were in no way useless, and you were anything but a waste of life, but the short-lived part you couldn’t shake, and it became more of a scar. I remained withdrawn, unlike my son and so many others, because I knew what would come to pass, and soon, but that is no longer the issue it was. Your death is a possibility, not a guarantee. I should have been more open in the beginning, Zimliya, but I truly thought you wouldn’t even make it to this unremarkable age. I let my son get attached, and I held myself at bay. I hope you will consider forgiving me.”

His short speech only made it that much harder not to stare at him. It occurred to her then she had possibly judged the Ryelention entirely wrong from the beginning. Pressing her lips together as she reevaluated what she had thought was disinterest in her, Z considered all the new ways of handling this information.

“I appreciate your regard,” she managed to say formally at long last, and she did. She was touched, flattered, surprised, and suspicious. Suspicion was always required with immortals.

His smile was shadowed, but amused. “You pick formality at the oddest of times.” The shadows were still dancing dangerously in his hands as he regarded the Thinyen. “Well? What is your decision?” he demanded sharply.

“She is an abomination!” the Thinyen hissed, his eyes their deepest rose color. “Honestly, Yasyan, she can call your kingdom from you, and it doesn’t bother you that she is now harder to kill?”

“I would find it concerning if she were an enemy of mine. She has always been a threat; this just makes her more entertaining. Will you truly throw away everything you know about her, everything she has done, just because of a change she never wanted? She did this to save us, I presume?” he added, with a glance at her. She nodded once tensely as she watched the immortal she had once gotten along with so well. The Thinyen was now a danger to her. “Why are you punishing her for it?”

“If this was the cost to keep her alive, Dragon, you should have killed her instead!”

Nivaradros’s eyes were at their brightest. “I was not—I still am not—about to let her die. She has done too much, and she is as much of a threat to the rest of us as each one of us is to each other. Except she is less of one. She makes no move without thinking things through. If you need proof of that recall Tenia. She guarded them until she no longer could, and she should have exterminated them long before she did.” He stood then and moved to stand behind her. Placing his hands on her shoulders, Nivaradros presumably stared the Thinyen down. “You will not touch her,” he hissed coldly. “If you do—if you so much as brush up against her—I will bring your kingdom to the ground, and I will put your race into the ground so far they will not even be a memory.”

Yes, things were definitely about to go from bad to worse. The Dragon was back to being over protective. “Nivaradros,” she said quietly. “Please.”

“No. Not this time, Zimliya. I am not giving ground on this matter. They have no right—no right at all—to decide that now that you are immortal your past deeds have no merit. How many times have you saved his kingdom?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Zimliya, how many times?”

She glared at him, but still declined to comment. She wasn’t going to give him this one. If he wanted to know, someone else would have to tell him. Which, naturally, someone did. “Fifteen times if you include all the times she saved his daughter,” Crilyne remarked dryly. “Four times if you don’t.” His eyes moved to hers. “Z, you are being foolish.”

“I am the human in the room.”

“Very funny.”

“I thought so.”

The Mithane brought a small level of comfort; he changed the conversation. The moment of relief, however, was very, very short lived. “Zimliya, why haven’t you ever healed yourself prior to this?” he demanded sharply as his eyes met hers coldly. “Certainly, you could have. Was it a game of power for you all along? Did you enjoy tempting death so often?” Apparently, their earlier conversation on this subject was no longer enough.

She hesitated, but her silence and her frightened stance were enough of an answer. The Mithane stood, but before he could make it to her side Nivaradros was between them. The Dragon’s scales were out in full, and they were ready for an attack if the Alantaion did not tread with caution. Drawing himself up to his very impressive full height, Nivaradros growled.

“Nivaradros, she has been endangering herself unnecessarily!” the Mithane snapped angrily. He made no move to push past the very angry Dragon, but he didn’t back off either.

“Think!” the Dragon snarled. “You’re the one who told me she couldn’t handle healings because of her past. They were a black mark—why would she have wanted to carry that talent?!” When his words didn’t have the desired effect, Nivaradros exhaled with anger. “I claim Zimliya fully!” he declared in a dangerously powerful tone. “Will you challenge me?”

Everyone in the room froze except for the Dragon. Crilyne and the Mithane both glanced at her in open astonishment and apprehension over how she would respond. She, however, couldn’t manage a response. Nivaradros had just claimed her. Fully. In a tent with three immortals and one Shade as witnesses. It was hard to grasp, harder to understand. Dragons did not claim another often, as relationships between them rarely developed enough to make such a statement required. She didn’t know the full extent of the meaning within the Dragon culture, but his statement did cause an immediate response from the others present. When his words settled into the silence, the Mithane moved first; he took his seat once more. Nivaradros exhaled smoke and moved to stand behind her. Placing his hands possessively on her shoulders, his grip tightened briefly before relaxing.

“Do any of you challenge that?” he asked in a low tone. A tone that promised the person who said yes would die immediately—and painfully.

“Are you going to bother asking Zimliya?” the Mithane wanted to know in a cold fury. His eyes were black, but they were on hers, and Z didn’t know how to respond to the shock she had just been handed.

“He’s still breathing,” the Islierre remarked with a smug smile appearing as he regarded her with speculation.

The Thinyen was silent, but his eyes locked on hers intently for a moment before their color softened a hair and moved to focus on the Dragon who was the very apparent threat in the room. She didn’t doubt he would at some point try to kill her—Dragon protection or no—but she wasn’t concerned. She could handle him. She had, after all, made the choice not to kill him before. She would simply make a different choice now.

“Zimliya?” Nivaradros’s tone was softer, but still threatening.

Pressure she wasn’t ready to shoulder was being placed on her. Closing her eyes, she inhaled slowly, but exhaled in a huff. “Bit of a thing to spring on a girl, Nivaradros,” she managed to force out.

“He was going to attack you.”

“And I am now so weak I cannot handle my own enemies?”

“No.” The Dragon sounded frustrated. “But this makes it easier.”

“For you maybe. Don’t you think I have had enough thrown at me lately?”

“So that’s a no?”

“No, but it’s not a yes either.” She covered her face with her hands. “You remember the part about me and relationships?”

“What relationships?”

“Precisely.” She shuddered, lowered her hands, and opened her eyes.

“If the four of you would be agreeable, I would like to speak with Zimliya alone,” Nivaradros said suddenly, shifting tracks on her.

The four exchanged glances for a moment, but nodded slowly. The Thinyen was the first out of the tent. The Islierre watched him go with a scowl. “I will keep him from blurting out things, Zimliya,” he promised her. “And I will speak with my son on your newest arrangement, provided he arrives.” He was gone before she could reply, leaving just the Mithane and the Shade.

The Mithane still wasn’t over his earlier anger, but he also wasn’t willing to argue with the Dragon. “Don’t break her, Nivaradros,” he whispered before walking out of the tent without a glance back.

Crilyne, however, said nothing and made no movement. “Nivaradros,” he murmured at last. “That was unwise.”

“Agreed, but what else could I have offered him to get him to stand down without a fight?” Nivaradros wanted to know as he stepped around from behind her and took a seat that gave him a view of her face. “Z?” he called.

She shuddered again. “You’re making Midestol look comforting,” she told him softly, making a weak attempt at humor. She stared at the tabletop for a minute, and then glanced at the Shade. “Crilyne?”

“If you want my opinion?”

“I do,” she told him honestly.

“He won’t intentionally harm you.”

Well, even she knew that. “But?”

“This is your choice. If you decide to go to war with Nivaradros I will stand beside you. I personally believe this is a positive thing—for this brief period of time—but I also think he offered this a bit soon for you to accept, and you have to admit you’ve been easily shaken since your return. Did you lose all of your edge while you were away?”

That stung more than she wanted to admit. “Possibly,” she admitted. “Or I lost it when I was forced to destroy an entire kingdom.”

He flinched. “Point,” he agreed. He crossed his arms and glanced at Nivaradros. “What do you want from her?” It was clear Nivaradros’s latest move did not have his approval, but as Nivaradros had been keeping her safe, it was also clear Crilyne was willing to take that into consideration.

“Nothing, not yet,” the Dragon spoke in a quiet tone. “But I am making my intentions—some of them—known. I have been listening quite close to all the scheming. Zimliya’s future has been on the minds of everyone. She is—has always been—mine. And now that is less likely to be challenged.”

Crilyne’s stance was still mostly relaxed, but Z knew this was an act; she could feel his unease. She was also fairly certain he was not as okay with this as he implied he was, and that meant she would need to watch him in the future. “And if she doesn’t desire that?”

Nivaradros snorted softly. “I am not going to lock her up in a dungeon,” the Dragon scoffed. “She is entitled to follow her own path.” Z heard the discomfort in Nivaradros’s tone, though, and knew if her path differed from his he would have a hard time accepting it.

Crilyne had similar thoughts. “Nivaradros, you are frightening her,” he said softly.

The Dragon’s gaze moved to her, and she saw a flicker of possible concern in the depths of the green. “Indeed,” he murmured thoughtfully. “Shade, will you grant us some privacy?”

The Shade hesitated for the shortest of moments. “Tread with care,” he warned the Dragon as he glanced at her again. Z managed a slightly weak smile in response, but Crilyne’s frown told her he didn’t buy it. “Remember, you didn’t go through all this to kill her now.”

“She may harm me, but I will not harm her.”

“There is more than one definition of the word, Nivaradros. I mean it in all cases.” Crilyne inclined his head to the Dragon and slipped from the tent. Leaving her alone with Nivaradros.

Who was now possibly irritated at her. She closed her eyes again and jumped when Nivaradros’s human seeming hand touched her cheek. Opening her eyes in a cold fury, she stared at him, and waited for him to speak first. His eyes were faintly amused.

“I warded the tent. Feel free to yell, attack me, throw things, or whatever else you have been holding in since I dropped this on you.”

“Just go away.” As far as replies went it wasn’t her greatest, and she spoke it so flatly it sounded like she was making a comment about the weather and was bored with it.

“Keeping things bottled up tends to end badly for humans; apparently you’re not made for it.” It was an equally weak attempt at humor, but Z could hear the Dragon’s temper taking a backseat this time, and she sighed when she realized hers would not do the same.

“You could have warned me.”

“I should have, but I thought it would make things worse. I hadn’t planned to make that move now, but it was the only surefire way I knew to get the Mithane and the Thinyen to reconsider their actions.” The hand stayed where it was, and Z was tempted to slap it away. “But I was entirely serious a few minutes ago, Zimliya. Start yelling or whatever it is you want to do. I can handle it, and you’re too quiet.” He finally moved his hand and then he removed himself from her side. Standing in the center of the room he began to taunt her, trying to get her temper to flare out.

She had planned to say nothing at all, but Nivaradros didn’t stop there. Instead he continued to pester her until she snapped. She had no idea what she yelled at him. Throughout it all he did nothing more than watch her in silence, and that just egged her on further. She was furious at him. At him, at Midestol, at the Shade, at the rest of the immortals, at Tenia, and at herself. She hated being immortal, and every single thing she hadn’t put into words—or hadn’t put into words honestly—now boiled over and found a target to be launched at: the Dragon.

He did nothing. Said nothing. And not even his features gave his thoughts away. He just watched her and let her yell for the better part of two hours in perfect silence. Only when she fell silent because she was out of new things to say and refused to repeat herself did he clear his throat softly.

“Better?” he wanted to know.

She cursed him out for another half an hour before falling silent again. This time the Dragon didn’t attempt to push her temper when she had finished, and Z slowly inhaled and exhaled until the lingering threads of anger dissipated. Only when she was certain her anger was gone did she face the Dragon directly.

“Is it your turn now?” she asked tiredly.

Nivaradros’s smile was gentle. “No, I am afraid I don’t have enough to say to make it worthwhile.”

She managed a smile and exhaled sharply before glancing around the tent again. “We cannot keep commandeering the Shade’s tent.”

“He doesn’t seem to mind,” the Dragon countered, but as she opened her mouth to speak he crossed over to her and covered her lips with a finger. “But I concede the point. I will make arrangements to have a tent so when you join us we do not keep chasing the Shade out of his. I still think he got it for this purpose though.” He stepped away from her again and regarded her curiously. “Tell me about your grandfather.”

There wasn’t much to tell, but she did oblige his request. Nivaradros listened with more attention than she would have expected, and she could tell her lack of connection with Midestol irritated the Dragon slightly. When she finally fell silent again, the Dragon shook his head, but kept his thoughts to himself. Horns blared around them, and Z stirred—feeling the desire for battle and wanting to join—but the Dragon put a hand on her arm.

“Not yet,” he said softly. “You are going back to Midestol’s lands soon, let’s not tempt his good behavior by killing his warriors with your hands.” His eyes were calm, but she knew hers weren’t. Once again, the Dragon reached up to touch her face, and once more she allowed it. This time though she didn’t keep herself distant—she felt the comfort she hadn’t noticed before. “You are going to hate me, but maybe you should visit the cot for a few hours,” he mused.

She did hate him for the suggestion, but she also nodded and moved around him to head for it. “What do you plan to do with your claim?” she asked while her back was to him.

“As I told the Shade, nothing,” the Dragon told her evenly. “It is something I always intended to make, but I am not going to follow it up with anything now. It is there just to make sure the rest of the camp knows you are no longer up for grabs as a consort, a wife, a partner, a mate, or any other term they use to describe the same thing.”

She didn’t like the word ‘now,’ but she let it pass. Instead she turned to keep an eye on his movements. “What do you plan to do about the Thinyen?”

“This moment? Nothing. You are not staying here, so he, in theory, cannot touch you. I highly doubt you would be willing to give me a pass on killing him, and you are already furious with me. So, I’m just going to keep an eye on him, and hope the Islierre manages to get him to keep his mouth shut about your new condition.”

“As long as the Islierre doesn’t banish him to the shadows, I don’t care what he does,” Z said with a sigh. She really wasn’t tired in the way that required sleep—hadn’t been since the change—but she found a small level of comfort in the notion of sleep now; it gave her space from everyone else. Right now, she needed that space. Especially with Nivaradros’s latest action.

“Will you quit staring at me like I am going to grow a second head? Honestly, Zimliya! I am not going to run over there and attack you. For one, it would be a death sentence for me. And for another, I have already fallen slightly in your eyes for my latest stunt—I have no desire to dive deeper by the side of a mountain.” It was a Dragon saying. In human terms, it meant he had no interest in pushing his luck, but Z didn’t trust him right now, so the saying had less hold than it normally did.

“Am I going to have to sleep with a dagger?” she wanted to know curtly.

“With how you woke up last time? I’m staying over here.”


Chapter 19

He lied. Of course, she woke up screaming, so it wasn’t entirely his fault. Eyes blazing while he looked around for an attack, Nivaradros managed to confirm there wasn’t one before he made it to her side, before she was fully awake. Sitting up straight as the world went from nightmare to reality, Z shivered slightly from the feeling she couldn’t shake due to her immortality, and she allowed the Dragon to throw a loose blanket over her shoulders before he backed away quickly. Apparently, he thought he was going to get stabbed. Closing her eyes since nothing she did or didn’t do would make the image disappear faster—it wouldn’t ever disappear anyways—she struggled to find words, and yet kept them contained when she realized they were the wrong ones.

The silence was broken by Nivaradros in the end. “Z?” He was making something over a fire and Z wondered absently if he intended to drug her. Since he was perfectly willing to attempt to magic her into rest, she wouldn’t have put it past him.

But it turned out to be something much more reassuring and alarming; Nivaradros had made something that could have been called dinner if she hadn’t noticed the brightness of the tent’s walls, the feel of the day, and the fact she hadn’t eaten in some time. Soup seemed to be his chosen form of meal when he was making it for her, and today’s was no different. He offered her the bowl with care—and then immediately claimed it back when it was clear she would spill it. He settled beside her on the cot after once again boosting its strength with magic, and she found she was tempted to lean against him, but she had no idea how he would react.

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“About what?”

It was proof of his lack of temper with her that he didn’t explode over those words. “About whatever caused you to almost break the warding I wisely left intact when you woke up screaming like something was killing you. That was,” he added as his eyes brightened again with worry, “quite the scream.”

She glanced at him sidelong and noticed he was deeply unsettled. It clearly had been ‘quite the scream’ if it had unsettled the Dragon, who had evoked screams in many before he murdered them. “It’s nothing,” she told him.

“It is clearly something,” Nivaradros countered in a tone that was gentle enough to work as a balm over her nerves. Some of them, anyways.

Her lips twitched up into a half-smile, but they quickly fell into a grimace that ended in a shudder. “Remember my, uh, gift, when we were destroying Tenia?”

“The one that nearly killed you by overloading your senses with pain? I wouldn’t forget it even if I were a mortal, with their memory deficiencies—it was painful to watch.” His eyes flickered with understanding. “Your immortality makes you relive it, in full.”

She nodded as she shuddered again. “Yes,” she whispered. “I don’t feel pain again, but I can remember how that felt, Nivaradros. I remember your wounds,” she fell silent and this time she did lean against him without thinking.

She jumped when his arm landed over her shoulders. The Dragon appeared to be at a loss for words, and he covered it by trying to feed her. Glaring at him without much heat, Z grabbed the spoon from his other hand and began to feed herself—shaking hand and all. Or at least she did until Nivaradros suddenly grabbed her hand and turned it over to reveal bruises. She refused to meet his eyes.

“What are these from?” he demanded to know softly, dangerously. “Midestol?”

“No.”

“Anyone here?”

“No.”

“Do I have to keep guessing until I lose my patience or get bored of this?”

“No.”

The Dragon snorted, but he fell silent rather than losing his temper, and he released her arm a moment later. “Will you tell me if whatever it is becomes life threatening?”

“It won’t.”

“Does it have to do with when you healed Midestol?”

Z blinked and sat up slightly straighter next to the Dragon—or tried to. His arm refused to move and she wasn’t about to win that contest; he had a bit more weight in his arm than she did. “Yes,” she whispered slowly.

“Your nightmare is also a result?”

“Yes.”

“No wonder you hate healings, on both sides of the matter.” Nivaradros glanced over at her again and she saw he was considering something once more.

“I’m not up for many more surprises, Dragonlord,” she warned him. His smile was faint, but he did incline his head before he resumed his attempts to feed her.

Cursing at him briefly, she also managed a small smile and felt the hold of her nightmare fading—for now—until its presence was not so heavily felt. She reclaimed control of the spoon though and was pleased to see this time she could feed herself. She managed to eat a third of the bowl before the Dragon made his next move. She felt the world around them shift slightly, but when she glanced up nothing had openly changed. She felt the spoon drop from suddenly nerveless fingers though as she realized what the Dragon had subtly just done.

“You can control the shadows!” she exclaimed in astonishment as she turned to regard him with something close to awe mixed with fear.

Nivaradros’s answering smile was anything but reassuring. “You doubted?” he asked softly. He glanced around the tent—that was only an image of the tent since he had left the real one back in the true world—as his smile grew. “Yes, Zimliya,” he confirmed then. “I can control the shadows—quite well. Not, however, to the point I could consider training you; I have no patience for that sort of thing. This is one of my many secrets, but it was time to reveal it to you.”

“And why is that exactly?” she asked after a careful pause.

He didn’t answer. Getting up, he took the bowl and vanished it without concern. “Come,” he advised. “Let us walk for a time.” He left the tent then and she followed him because she doubted she could break out of this world on her own.

His land in the shadows was fully formed and she could sense his control everywhere. His control, that is, and his power. Once again, the sheer scope of power Nivaradros held—and she still didn’t know all of it—was mind boggling. He had played his game very well for all his previous millenniums. She, and everyone else, had assumed he was an almost undefeatable fighter and a skilled mage for a Dragon, but nothing more. This, however, made him much, much more. She wondered then why he rarely used his magic and planned to ask him eventually. She suspected he was an Arbais mage as well, and that, in itself, was something she could have never imagined. Four. She now knew of four Arbais mages in their world, including her.

The meadow he had carved into the walls of his lair was here in full. The grass was still stone, the wind was still capable of moving said stone, and the blades of grass still bent. When she bent down finally to touch one she jerked back in surprise. It felt like grass, and she knew it wasn’t. Turning to regard the Dragon in amazement again she caught him watching her in return.

“Nivaradros, this is incredible,” she whispered.

He shrugged. “It is not as impressive to make as it is to look at—really Z, you are giving me too much credit. Come, though, this is not what I want you to see.”

His words weren’t a comfort, but she followed him anyways. They passed his forest as well before they came to an ocean. Z tensed at once. “Your underwater room,” she breathed.

Nivaradros smiled approvingly and then stepped forward as the water—and it was water here—parted inches in front of his step. She followed without thinking and accepted the hand he held out behind him without hesitation. The parted water rose above their heads by hundreds of feet as they continued to walk down, and eventually it closed above them while still giving them room. Throughout it all the Dragon never once glanced up, gestured, or spoke. Perfect control. He was a master she had never thought to see while she had lived, and she had known him for mortal years without even suspecting he could manage this.

An hour or so into their walk, she finally caught sight of their destination rising from the bottom like a mountain that had forgotten to rise above the sea. “Does this exist in our world?” she asked him softly as they approached—trying hard to ignore the creatures that swam beside them. If she reached out with her arm she could touch them, but she had a feeling she would have lost that arm right after. Most of these creatures of the depths were not friendly.

“This is our world,” was the Dragon’s amused reply. “But if you mean does it exist outside of the shadows then the answer is yes, it does. I don’t travel to it often, as it takes a great deal more effort to reach it there than it does here, but it is mine, and I hold it.”

When they reached the mouth of the mountain’s cave—which, unlike the Dragon’s lair, was located at the bottom—Nivaradros paused and offered her a bow. “After you,” he said softly. When she paused at the door, the Dragon chuckled softly. “We are here for you to learn to trust me—start with this.”

Nodding as her mouth went dry from nerves, Z walked through the entrance first. Darkness encased her. Surrounded her and made something akin to a suit of armor around her body. Forcing herself not to react—not to fight—Z waited for the Dragon, and a moment later the darkness vanished as though it had never been, and the Dragon appeared at her side. Offering her a pleased smile, he stepped forward and swept his arm around them.

“Would you like to spar?” he asked softly as two swords—bladed, not training weapons—appeared on the sandy ground beside them.

She blinked, wanting to spar, but questioning his motives. The swords, however, were far too tempting. Picking them both up with care, she picked the heavier of the two. It felt more like her type of blade than the other, though both swords were of exceptional quality. The Dragon said nothing more but picked up the other sword with ease. He seemed comfortable with the weapon now—comfortable in his lesser form—and his practice swings told her he was also going to be fast.

He didn’t give her warning, he just attacked. Their blades met with a heavy clash even as Z automatically pulled her strength as she would have had she been sparring with a mortal. He relentlessly hounded her—forcing her to give ground, to take ground, to injure him, and to accept wounds herself.

“Don’t pull your strikes,” he told her at last. “Throw everything you have into this, Z. We are both immortals, we can take a lot.”

Growling at him under her breath, she nevertheless did as he commanded. She stopped holding back her strikes and just focused on keeping him alive—not on keeping him from bleeding. Time became a background thought as they danced. Z had never fought like this in a match—had never fought one creature this long period—and after what must have been weeks, her strength finally broke. Stumbling after Nivaradros delivered a strike to her ribs with the flat of his blade, she tried to catch herself and felt her muscles turn to water instead. Collapsing in the deep sand of the makeshift arena she closed her eyes and breathed heavily as the Dragon’s blade came to a halt inches from her throat.

“Yield,” he told her calmly.

She tried to grab her sword, tried to stand up again, but the Dragon kicked her legs out from under her, and kicked her sword out of reach. Giving in wasn’t something she generally considered, but she couldn’t even stand, and Nivaradros clearly would beat her in a fight that had lasted, well, however long this had lasted. She hadn’t used any disarming tricks or tried to kill him—had she this would have ended long before now. She suspected she could still beat him if she’d been out to kill him—he was a good swordsman for having just begun, but she had experience and her talent over him. Staring at the point of the blade that hadn’t wavered at all, she finally nodded.

“I yield,” she whispered as her eyes closed for a minute before she forced them open again. She half expected him to kill her.

He didn’t, and seconds later he vanished both swords and gently gathered her into his arms. Carrying her with ease—partly because she had no strength left to protest—he headed back the way they came. She leaned against him without thinking and listened to the steady offbeat of his many hearts. His warmth radiated through her and she found herself almost drifting off to sleep, but the sight of the water once again parting with ease kept her from slipping away completely.

“I was supposed to meet Midestol days ago,” she murmured tiredly.

“It has been less than two full days since you returned,” the Dragon replied. “Time—in that cave—doesn’t apply. We fought for a month and a half, had time been going past us, but it was not. Did you not notice that although you are exhausted you didn’t starve to death?”

“I am far too tired to care.”

The Dragon chuckled quietly. “That was,” he admitted softly, “the point.”

He carried her through the entire shadowland until they reached the tent, or the duplicate of the tent, once more. Gently placing her upon the cot, Nivaradros brushed back the hair on her forehead before letting his hand fall until it rested at the edge of her shirt.

“Trust me,” he told her quietly, and it was only because she could barely stay awake that she managed not to react. He lifted her shirt to reveal the old scars from the creature—and every other scar—that had nearly shredded her in two and had ultimately left her with her lightning.

Exhausted to the point of collapse or not, she still managed to flinch. “Nivaradros—” she started wearily.

“Trust me,” he repeated patiently. “I hate having to exhaust you to the point of almost no return, but if you had even an ounce of energy you would probably attack me over this.” He didn’t point out she hadn’t before, but then again, she had made the attempt to harm him, so his description was accurate.

And she fought her fatigue even now. He wasn’t hurting her—he wouldn’t hurt her—but a decade and a half of keeping people from doing anything even remotely close to this drove her to continue to keep someone from doing this, and all he was doing was tracing her scars.

“This isn’t about trust,” she whispered.

“Everything with you is about trust, or a lack of it,” Nivaradros countered. “We are not leaving here until I resolve a small portion of this.”

“You told Crilyne you wouldn’t push this,” she accused.

“I lied,” he admitted blandly. “Damn it, Zimliya, I am not harming you!”

“I know!” she snapped back at him. And what was worse was she had accepted things she couldn’t accept here while she had been gone; another world had made some of her problems instantly vanish or lessen greatly in a short span of time. It was embarrassing, frustrating, and yet something she just couldn’t shake. Immortality hadn’t fixed it, would anything?

The Dragon continued to trace her scars and she closed her eyes in hope that it would make things easier. It did, but Nivaradros managed to startle her all over again—he kissed her. Not on the forehead. Cursing a blue streak, Z struggled to try to sit up, to hit him, to stab him, to do something, but the Dragon was already on the other side of the room before she managed to sit up, and there was no way she would make it over to injure him at her level of exhaustion. He had, naturally, planned this well.

His expression caught her off guard. It was pensive, and surprisingly nervous. “Z?” he asked softly. Still keeping his distance—damn him to the hells.

“I thought we agreed you wouldn’t try to shock me any more for a bit,” she finally managed to say. She also managed to dredge up a smile—she had no idea how—and the Dragon’s stance relaxed slightly. He did not, however, approach her.

“I lied again.”

Her laughter was a surprise to her, but a greater surprise to the Dragon, given the look he gave her. It wasn’t hysterical, but she had a feeling it should have been. “You are,” she said finally as she caught her breath, “impossible.”

“I do try,” was the Dragon’s smug reply as he relaxed even more. He hesitated for a moment though. “And you are mine.”

Pressing her lips together as the word resonated in her heart, she managed to keep from snapping at him, but watched his pained grimace unhappily. “I would like to stay furious at you for a few centuries or so,” she informed him curtly. “But you are making it damned hard to even consider staying furious at you for a whole day.” Or even a couple of minutes really. Knowing where the Dragon had come from, what he had given up to keep her, what he had done to keep her alive, and knowing what he had promised her in silence made holding a grudge impossible.

“If I told you I trusted you, could we go back to the tent and reassure Crilyne that you didn’t do anything too stupid?” she wanted to know.

“Possibly, if you meant it.”

He was going to make her prove it. She could read it in his eyes. Swinging her legs over the edge of the cot, she got to her feet with effort and tried not to notice how damn graceful her movements were even when she was too tired to stand up—or felt as if she was; it certainly didn’t show. She made it to his side at long last, and he caught her arms as she reached him. When it was clear she didn’t intend to slap, punch, stab, or magic him she felt tension she couldn’t see drain away.

“Much better,” he whispered as she let him hold her. She even succeeded in leaning against him. “Will you still allow this when you are not just barely able to stand?”

“I haven’t the faintest idea,” she murmured.

He chuckled softly in her ear and then tried his luck again; he kissed her a second time. She surrendered to it briefly before she jerked back, but she managed to keep from saying anything hurtful or injuring him. He shook his head but released her and stepped away from her.

“Go back to the cot,” he advised with a bitter smile.

She obeyed in silence and Nivaradros approached her this time. Gently putting his hands on her temple, she felt the world shift slightly and noticed—keeping her eyes open this time—the slight change in the air as they went from the shadowland back to the real world. She was surprised to see a change in the colors of things—though, with the new, wider range of visible colors she had gained with her immortality, she knew she shouldn’t have been—and when the Dragon stepped back from her, she found Crilyne was indeed waiting in the tent, and he didn’t look pleased.

“Nivaradros, I told you not to push her,” Crilyne chided as he glanced at Z. His gaze flickered to the Dragon, but he abruptly stiffened as his gaze returned to her. “What did you do?” he demanded thunderously of the Dragon as he whirled to face him and called magic at the same time. Somehow Nivaradros had hidden his shadow magic from the Shade, and because of it Z knew she had to tread with caution.

“I had to exhaust her to prove a point, Shade,” Nivaradros answered. “She is alright. Ask her if you do not believe me.”

“I’m fine, Crilyne,” Z inserted quickly as the Shade’s cold gaze moved to her again. “He just wanted to try something.”

“He kissed you,” the Shade said sharply.

She cringed. “That he did.”

“You’re not thrilled with it.”

“That is hardly a concern of yours, Shade,” Nivaradros snapped. “She is alright, just not as okay with it as I would have hoped.”

“Have your memories taken leave?! She has never been okay with things like that!” Crilyne shrieked at the Dragon. His magic left his hands, and Z reacted without thinking; she shielded Nivaradros.

The dark spell swirled around her shield—seeking a weak spot—before dispersing slowly. Nivaradros and Crilyne both turned to regard her in silent speculation. Clearly not even Nivaradros had expected her to defend him, but despite the fact she was exhausted and her nerves were high, she was beyond willing to protect the Dragon. She didn’t, however, know why. Perhaps later the answer would come, but for once the possible lack of understanding did not worry her. Exhaustion had a use after all.

“Enough, Crilyne. It’s one of those things I apparently should be used to, or over,” Z stated darkly with a frown. “The Dragon’s at least someone I trust.”

The Shade snorted. “You. Don’t. Trust.”

“I did though,” she whispered. “A long time ago here, and where I was this last time, I trusted a select few, Crilyne.”

“Trusted them how far?”

“With both my death and my life.”

Silence. Crilyne just stared at her in open astonishment before he turned to the Dragon. Nivaradros was also staring at her in amazement, but there was also a hint of jealousy lurking beneath it as well. “Who?” he rumbled.

She shook her head wordlessly, glad to have gotten them away from their possible tussle, and she closed her eyes when neither of their gazes moved from her. “It doesn’t matter, Nivaradros.”

“It does, on the off chance you decide to return to them.”

Damn Dragon possessiveness. “They were just friends, Nivaradros. Honestly, like I would get involved with anyone in a strange world when I knew I wasn’t going to stay.” It wasn’t the entire truth, but it would have to do, as she wasn’t about to explain certain events to the Dragon, or anyone else for that matter. They didn’t, at this point, need to know. She also cringed inwardly at how easily she had attached the title ‘friends’ to those she had left behind in another word. She was certain both Crilyne and Nivaradros noticed the word.

Smoke appeared as the Dragon snorted. “But you considered staying.”

“Well, yes, I liked the fact half of my issues seemed to be lessened or gone entirely there.” Seeing the dark look he gave her, she relented. “Nivaradros, I came back for you,” she told him without thinking. “For our friendship,” she added hastily, when she felt the Shade’s astonishment and Nivaradros’s eyes rounded slightly.

Crilyne choked to hide his laugh. “Nice cover,” he teased her gently. “Admit it,” he added. “You are attracted to the Dragon.”

There were whole days she wanted to kill the Shade. And the Dragon. Sometimes she even wanted to kill them both. Scowling at Crilyne, she squirmed slightly. “Alright, fine,” she grumbled. “I am attracted to the Dragon.”

She felt the Dragon’s stare. “Then why in the world are you so damn skittish?!” Nivaradros half shouted.

“Issues, remember?” she asked coldly as she turned to regard him icily. “I’m sorry I’m human! Small things damage us permanently!” She expected him to react to her tone and temper with something equally cold and possibly cutting, but instead Nivaradros snorted and fell silent. His gaze went, of all beings, to the Shade.

Crilyne hesitated, glancing at her, turning to the Dragon, and then returning his eyes to her. “Nivaradros, if you would be willing, perhaps we should take this discussion elsewhere.”

“If you think that would be best,” the Dragon agreed in a forced, even tone. He glanced sharply at her again before he strolled out of the tent in a huff.

“That could have gone better,” Z muttered under her breath.

Crilyne’s smile was kind. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. He’s not the most patient being in the world, and he happens to overlook your past often because it’s not something he is used to considering. He’ll get better, or you will, but either way, right now both of you are off balance. Nivaradros’s solution is to push, yours is to pull away. I’ll speak with him,” he added gently. “And I will have the Mithane speak with him again as well. Perhaps between the two of us we can get through to him.

“You do care about him, but everything he’s done so far has only made it harder for you to remember that. You hate being pushed or forced into something and Nivaradros’s method is essentially just that. You’re handling it to a point because he’s important to you, but you’re also slowly pulling back. He doesn’t understand, and you’re unlikely to tell him everything bluntly because you don’t want to upset him. That’s where I come in, and the Mithane. We stepped in as father figures when you would let us, so leave this to us now; we will beat it into the Dragon’s skull if we have to.”

She managed a smile but closed her eyes. “He hates to wait.”

“He’s going to have to. You are better than you used to be, Z, but this takes time. You used to go from battle to battle to keep yourself going and you managed it, but you weren’t really accepting what had happened or living with it. You are trying to now, but it will not happen instantly. Give yourself that time—you now have it. Anyone who won’t allow you to work this out on your own isn’t worth it. He will wait. He has made it perfectly clear he is willing to; he is just vocal about having to accept it.”

“You’re not overly fond of him.”

“He has a dark past,” Crilyne replied dryly. “But he has set it all aside for you, and he will not break any of the restrictions he has placed upon himself if it is something you are against.” Yet again there was a flash of anger or something darker in the Shade’s presence. He was hiding something from her, and she was uncertain what it was.

She thought her next words through but couldn’t find any way of diplomatically stating them. “Crilyne, he is powerful,” she began with care.

“Not as powerful as you, or as you could be. Allow yourself a few millenniums and you two will be balanced. Give yourself a few more and you will exceed his power; he knows it. It is, after all, one of the reasons he decided to lessen himself by taking a lesser form. His chances as a Dragon to gain anything from you were decidedly small. As he is now, he has a good chance.”

She grimaced. “Minus my dislike of contact.”

“As I said, you are getting better. Recall, if you will, that before you awoke the Shades your Rangers thought they would have to kill you because you would attack anyone you didn’t know—which was anyone outside of Nivo, and then Kitra, once she met you—if they got within fifty feet of you. You let the Dragon kiss you tonight without stabbing him, that’s a rather large step.”

“I was eight when I was being considered for execution with the Rangers,” she reminded him stiffly. She decided not to tell him Nivaradros had kissed her twice. She was still trying to figure out how much she had liked it. She was certain some part of her had enjoyed it, but she had turned off her interests in that type of thing for so long she doubted she could understand her own feelings. “I am slightly older now. I haven’t made—in most being’s eyes—that much progress.”

Crilyne’s eyes were kind. “You were trained the closer someone was to you the deeper they would cut—it is a hard habit to unlearn. The fact you have managed at all is a success. I know many who suffered less and never recovered any part of themselves. Be patient, Zimliya. You are still young, and you are still healing from the events that no one deserves to be subjected to. One day—and I see it coming—you will understand just what you’ve overcome, and you will stop judging yourself by what you haven’t.”

She raised a brow. “If you say so.”

“You are such a pessimist,” the Shade sighed. “The glass is always half empty with you.”

“Crilyne, the glass is always half, no matter how you look at it. Just half. That’s all.”

“You are giving me a headache,” was the Shade’s irritated reply. “Eat something, go through the battle plans on the table, or relax for your last day away from your grandfather before you head back. The Dragon will return to both try to give you space and try to push you out of your comfort zone. If I wanted to be cruel, I could easily make him sabotage your tentative relationship, but I believe I would live to regret it.”

“You’re dead, Crilyne.” And if he interfered at all she would kill him. Whatever Nivaradros was planning, for all her unease, there was a part of her that wanted what she thought the Dragon was offering.

“Thank you for not pointing out the obvious,” he remarked with a roll of his eyes. “Anything else you would like to interrupt me to point out? No? Good. Now, I have one final question to ask you before I go to the probably beyond irritated Dragon.” He held her eyes intently. “Do you claim the Dragon?”

She inhaled so fast she hissed. “Why does it matter?”

“Because he claimed you, and I know you know what that means to a Dragon.”

Grimacing as she conceded the point, she exhaled slowly and then growled. “Of course I do,” she grumbled. “He would be dead if I didn’t—especially since he didn’t ask, or warn me, or give me the slightest indication that was even being considered. Hells, Crilyne, I thought he was simply after my power and my friendship!”

“That would be your lack of social familiarity,” Crilyne told her with a soft smile. “He has been playing this game for at least four years, and while I still doubt his intentions and his true interest in you, I was aware he was up to something.”

She smiled as well, but she also knew the Shade was lying. Crilyne hadn’t noticed until recently, and she was positive he still was uncertain how to handle it. “Will you tell him?” she questioned.

“That you claimed him in return?”

She nodded, and the Shade frowned. “I have a feeling if I tell him he’s going to do something stupid, like try to kiss me again,” she explained in a rush.

“Or worse,” the Shade concurred. He sighed though and eyed her out of the corner of his eyes. “Alright,” he agreed at length. “But only because it’s you, and it’s him. He will do something stupid, and you will react by doing something you will regret. But I am not going to be your go-between with the Dragon forever.”

Nor did she want him to be. “Please don’t threaten him too much.”

“I’m not the one who seeks advice and then threatens after getting it,” Crilyne retorted with a roll of his black eyes. “That would be your giant, temperamental, flying lizard.” She raised a brow but declined to comment since he was entirely correct in that regard.


Chapter 20

She was in the middle of paperwork when the Dragon returned. It was hours after the Shade had finally left her alone, and Z had given up on the idea of a short conversation after about fifteen minutes. Immortals rarely had short conversations unless it was during a war and someone was in the middle of dying. Otherwise, all bets were off. Turning over the report from one of the mortal rulers who had been unable to make it out of his kingdom before Midestol’s forces had surrounded it, she scowled and made notations where a few things didn’t add up.

The idea that one of the mortal races would ally itself with Midestol was concerning, but not unheard of, and Z didn’t have anything in the way of solid proof just yet. Just her suspicions, and the report he had sent. Wondering vaguely if he had sent others, Z moved stacks of paper around with care—but irritation—as she looked for the familiar script of the ruler elsewhere on the table. Through it all the Dragon stood behind her in perfect silence, watching her.

“Has Quarntiras sent any debriefings other than this one?” she finally asked Nivaradros as she looked over her shoulder at him. His stance came as something of a surprise, and she rolled out of her chair with a dagger in her hand before she realized it wasn’t directed at her.

Unfortunately, he caught on to the fact that her reaction was directed at him. He stared at her dagger until she put it down. “You suspect he is on Midestol’s side as well, or in Midestol’s hold?” Nivaradros asked as he took a seat. He chose one that wasn’t next to her, and she could see he intended to keep his distance. Great. Now what had Crilyne and the Mithane said to him?

“His wording is slightly off in his reports,” she sighed as she resumed her seat and picked up the perfumed letter—something that seemed odd in her mind—and reread over it. “Who else suspects?”

“As far as I know, only me. Everyone else just thinks he is being his usual unhelpful and paranoid self.” The Dragon turned his hand upright and glanced at her as a glass of something that could only be alcohol appeared between his thumb and index finger. Given who he was, it was probably stuff that could put most others on the floor with a sip. Nivaradros, however, drained the cup in a single motion, and Z found herself inwardly cringing. Obviously Crilyne had said something he probably shouldn’t have.

He caught her staring at him and snorted. A delicate glass appeared on the table before her, and it was likewise filled with a liquid that wasn’t water. Evidently Nivaradros thought she needed a drink as well. Oh, what the hell. Picking up the beautiful glass, she sipped the contents with care before raising a brow at the Dragon.

“You stole this,” she accused.

“I have many habits considered impolite,” Nivaradros replied. He refilled his glass with a thought and drank it a hair slower this time. “If you would prefer a different type—”

“This is fine,” she told him quietly. She took another sip and closed her eyes. “What did the Shade say?” she demanded without thinking. When her question was greeted with a stony silence, she opened her eyes and gazed at the closed features that were watching her.

Nivaradros had a third glass of his alcohol, and then a fourth. “You don’t really want to know.” A fifth glass disappeared before he spoke again. “But it wasn’t just the Shade, I spoke at length with the Mithane as well. No, I will not tell you what he said either.” The Dragon fell silent again for a time before he sighed. “You should head back to Midestol,” he told her quietly. “I will continue to hold things together here.”

“I’d like to fight at some point, Nivaradros. I am a Ranger.”

“Right now, this is more important,” he argued firmly. “If you ever expect to heal from your past you need this—please listen to me on this—and Midestol seems to be interested in spending time with you without trying to kill you, so take advantage of it.”

“And just overlook everything he’s done?” her voice dropped several degrees.

“No, but don’t dwell on it either. You overlook my past,” the Dragon pointed out cruelly. “All I am asking you to do is get to know him as family. You need it, Zimliya, you really, really need it. Everything I do is supposedly only pushing you back towards the brink of insanity you fought to escape when you originally fled Tenia. Maybe this is the only way you can get over some of it. Not everyone close to you is out to get you—most of us aren’t.” His eyes were bright and slightly furious. “Go,” he added quietly. “Before I do something even more foolish and make things worse.”

She didn’t argue. Putting her glass down, she moved into the shadows with ease, but she didn’t return to Midestol. For one, she was early, but the main reason she didn’t want to return to Midestol now was the bitter taste in her mouth she wanted to shake before meeting up with a man who was always looking for her weaknesses. Standing in the lands she had created and she controlled, Z began to work on mastering it. She would take lessons from Islierre at some point, but until then she wanted to learn what she could on her own.

“You fear for the Dragon,” a familiar and unwelcome voice said from her right. The being behind her immortality was seated on a boulder and watching her with calm, crystal eyes.

Glancing over at her uninvited visitor, she scowled, but declined to answer immediately. “I am worried about him, yes, and what his relationship with me has done to him.”

“It has made him better,” the being replied. “He is as he is for you alone,” the figure continued as he stood and slid off the boulder with grace. “You are balking at your duty. Zimliya, you must step up and shoulder the burden I asked you to take.” He approached her and touched the side of her face with an open palm. It was much like how Nivaradros touched her. She didn’t like it. But she didn’t shy away from his touch either. Instead she accepted it and bowed her head to his judgment in silence.

“You shouldn’t have chosen a human,” she told him.

“But it was a human who could do what was needed and, Zimliya? You are what I need. Once you get past this small thing you will be everything I could have hoped to have achieved through a creation, but it takes time to heal, and your wounds are deeper than even I suspected.”

“I warned you,” she reminded him.

“That you did.” He moved away from her and returned to lean against the boulder he had been sitting upon. Glancing around at her world, he smiled mockingly. “You could have banned me from here, and yet you have allowed me access. You wanted to speak with me.” He eyed her with a raised brow. “I am here at your disposal.”

“If I knew what I wanted to discuss, I would.” She closed her eyes and waited; he didn’t disappoint.

“Spending time with Midestol will help you in the long run. Spending time with the Dragon is one path of the future that leads to the continued existence of the worlds.”

“He wants me to rule.”

“And you will.”

She jerked, and her eyes flew open as she pressed her lips together in anger. “I never sought that,” she whispered.

“No. Which is why you must. You are the only being who can rule multiple races on this world without the wars that would start up if anyone else attempted it.”

“There are other worlds where several races have been united under the control of one being. I’ve been to them after all.”

“It is not the same, but it is similar. This is your world—you can, and must, rule it. Take all the time you require, but stop fighting the Syallibion, and stop pushing the Dragon away. He is a balance you need, and he will put aside much at a word from you. You taught him how to soften his anger and intolerance towards others, now it is your turn to learn; learn to let go of your anger at something you did not cause, did not deserve, and should no longer be bound by. I cannot help you. Your Shade—any of the Shades—cannot help you. The Alantaion is likewise incapable. Nivaradros, however, is. And he wants to help.”

“That is the part that is concerning.”

His laughter was softer than the calmest snowfall. “He hasn’t changed all that much, Zimliya—just with you. On his own he is still the same arrogant, short-tempered, dangerous, and murderous Dragon he was before.”

She smiled faintly but exhaled sharply and added a stream instantly to their surroundings. “Do you know his power level?”

“Yours will be the greater of the two. If the two of you were to battle at this time, Nivaradros’s experience would give him the advantage. You are equals in how you think when it comes to magic, but Nivaradros has fine-tuned his power to a level you have not.”

“Didn’t want to know that.” Giving up, she fell silent again, focusing on her shadowland instead.

“You fear growing attached. You fear others becoming attached to you.”

“It is well known,” Z snapped. “What is your point?”

Her visitor sighed and shook his head. “Will you never attempt it?”

She whirled on him with Kyi’rinn drawn. “You damn well know the moment I do something will happen to him!”

“That is not true, Zimliya. You base it off—”

“Nivo, Nicklyn, the Shades, some of the heirs, my adoptive parents!” she snarled. “Don’t tell me it isn’t true—don’t you even try!”

He backed off. Eyes apprehensive and locked on her weapon, he kept even her slightest of movements in his vision. “As you say,” he agreed softly. He watched her, and when she turned and stomped away cursing, he began to follow her. “Zimliya,” he called at long last.

“Get the hell out of my lands,” she hissed.

“Not until I finish speaking. I will give you this—because you are correct in a fashion—I will keep the Dragon alive.”

“You cannot promise that.”

“I just did.” He vanished before she could reply, but she replied with colorful language anyways.

Only after she was certain he was gone did she seal and hide her shadowland from detection. Frowning briefly until a path appeared, she stepped upon it and began to walk—letting everything else fall from her thoughts. It was, she knew, a cheat—a false fix—but with how poorly she was handling things, she knew she need to avoid dwelling on her fears. Self-diagnosing was supposed to be one of the worst things you could do, but Z was harsh enough on herself that she felt she could do a decent enough job. She was, in her mind, weaker than she had been in years. Mentally weak enough that she was just a shade better than her eight-year-old self after fleeing Tenia, but that was only because time and training kept the worst of it at bay.

Shoving the rest of her evaluation away, she closed her eyes and just let her senses guide her—without dwelling on their improvement. Her visitor’s words both struck home and stung, but even his acceptance of the fact she wouldn’t just magically wake up fine didn’t help. She found herself considering discussing the whole thing with Midestol of all people, and opened her eyes as she started cursing at the very thought. Of all things she would not do, that needed to be near the top. But she couldn’t make herself put it there.

And unfortunately, her face gave away her annoyance when she finally slipped out of the shadowland and back into the room she had left Midestol in. To her surprise, he was already waiting. Looking far better than he had when she had last seen him, Midestol was dressed in his fighting attire, and the amount of magic woven into it made Z feel slightly queasy—moving clothing did that.

“You have returned early,” he commented as she arrived.

“As have you,” she retorted shortly.

His brows rose. “What did I do now?”

“Nothing—it’s not you.” Turning away then, Z grabbed a dagger and vented some of her frustration on something she could: herself. She shortened her hair until it was cut short in the back with the top reaching midway to her ears. Midestol was watching her in astonishment as she brushed off the cut strands from her shoulders. “Do you have a mirror?” she wanted to know. While she was mostly certain she hadn’t made a mistake, she would feel like a moron later if she had.

Midestol gestured wordlessly to a spot on the wall, and as she approached it the wall lost its solid color until it was reflective. Neat trick. Of course, she had forgotten she hadn’t looked in a mirror in months—hadn’t looked in a mirror since her change. Freezing as her eyes caught her attention, Z just stared at them in the mirror in silence for a time.

“What color are they when I am worried?” she asked in a hushed tone. Anger, she now knew, was a deep jewel purple—a very, very deep purple. She figured it could be taken as black in the wrong light by those with inferior vision.

“I think they’re silver—you are not the most open on your moods, so I could be mistaken,” Midestol said quietly as he approached. He approached her as if she were a rabid animal that could turn to attack him at any point. Since the latter part of that was true, she tried not to hold it against him. “You haven’t seen yourself since your alteration?”

“No.” She shook herself and turned to look at her hair. To view the back, she held up a hand and used water as a mirror in her palm—forcing it to be still and working the angle of it to make it correct. Closing her hand over the water when she was done, she turned around with care and glanced at her grandfather. His hair was still shorter than hers now, but only because it was level all the way around. “What do you think?”

“I think you should keep the bangs, and therefore trim them slightly,” was his even reply. He offered her a cautious smile, visibly touched she would ask him.

Since she had asked, she followed his advice. “Bangs,” she told him with a hint of disgust, “are a pain in the ass to keep up.”

“Some things are, but they are worth it in the end,” he replied with a shrug. His smile was still there, and it grew slightly when she turned back to him and raised a brow. “Maybe not bangs,” he conceded, “but other things.” He watched her for a time and then nodded towards the bed in the room that had previously contained him. “I took the liberty of having some clothing made for you while you were away. Your clothing is fine enough but wearing this—especially with that hair cut—will help you blend in, and I would like it very much if you were not restricted to this room.”

She wanted to argue. Didn’t. And in the end, she headed over to the bed. Loose fitting pants, a long-sleeve shirt, and a tunic were laid out for her, and the color was a black that could have been at home in the shadowlands. It wasn’t a normal color, but the magic woven into the thread wasn’t powerful enough to irritate her.

“Thanks,” she told him despite her pause. Pulling her current shirt off, she slipped the new one on, followed by the tunic, and then did the same with the pants. On the floor beside the bed was a set of light weight, but high ankle boots, and she switched hers out for them despite the fact hers were better made. It was, she knew, a gift Midestol had gone to lengths to create, and since they were supposed to be ‘bonding,’ refusing to wear the clothes wouldn’t aid her.

“You are the only person I know who strips in front of anyone—regardless of who or what they may be,” Midestol mused thoughtfully.

“I spend much of my life on a battlefield. I don’t have time to be modest. Not to mention I also spend time in dungeons—eventually my clothing becomes something that the term doesn’t apply to or is removed in the vain attempt to embarrass me. It alarms a lot of people, but no, I don’t really care who sees me naked most days, and you’ve already seen me fully naked, so why should I have left the room?”

He shrugged but didn’t answer. It was obviously a problem for him now. Family relationships were confusing. And hard. “You look fairly exhausted.”

“The Dragon decided to beat me senseless over something stupid. I’m fine.”

“As you say. Are you fine enough to spar?” At the last word Midestol’s eyes brightened with delight, and Z realized this was possibly the only thing the two of them really had in common; their enjoyment of a good, solid fight. She had never sparred with Midestol. Nearly killed him and been killed by him, yes, but never before had they clashed blades in anything but a serious battle, and she found the thought of trying it now enticing.

Her answering smile was more than enough for him. Eyes dancing in return, Midestol headed for the door without another word, leaving her to follow in silence. They ran into no trouble on their way down the halls or the stairs, but in the courtyard, Z found herself the center of hostile attention. Midestol, however, handled it in his normal fashion. Hostile glances turned into smoldering ashes. After about the third scorch mark on the ground, those glances ceased to be open, although Z could still sense them.

“Apparently, you are too female to hide it,” Midestol sighed irritably with a glance at her chest. “I should have had that made slightly looser.”

“Your men can probably sense I am female,” she retorted. “This shirt covers everything.” And it did. It wasn’t like she had much to hide to begin with either. Running her right hand through her much lighter and shorter hair, she glanced sidelong at him. “Where in the world are we going?”

“To the practice courts. The outmost ones, since I am getting tired of having to incinerate my own people.”

“If you changed the way they looked at anything female, you might not have to kill them as often.”

“Women are for breeding or pleasure, Zimliya. You are the exception, not the rule.”

“And if I wasn’t your granddaughter, or as hard to bring to heel, I wouldn’t be such an exception?” She was not even going to touch his previous words. They were infuriating, but she knew Midestol; he would never see things her way. But if things went in her favor, one day he would be dead and the world would be safe from him; she wasn’t foolish enough to hope no one else would have the same view point.

“Something very much like that yes, but given your undeniable talents with magic and weapons—and yes, I know you have a wide range of other talents, but those do not interest me—you are still a solid breeding candidate.”

She started laughing then. She couldn’t help it. Laughing until she could barely breathe, she glanced sidelong at Midestol’s furious face and started laughing even harder, if that was even possible. “I’m sorry,” she gasped at long last, “but of all the conversations families generally have, I don’t think this is one of them.”

His face was priceless with his frustration at her amusement, but eventually that furious mask began to crack, and Midestol started to laugh softly himself when it was clear she wasn’t about to recover immediately. “True,” he admitted when she managed to catch herself. “But that is one of the reasons I have always liked you, despite the annoyance you are. I don’t have to worry about offending you. Upsetting you, yes, but offending you? No. You might not agree with me, and you might not approve, but you are not hell bent on revenge over anything I do either.”

Shaking his head at her in apparent bafflement, he continued to lead her on a walk for another twenty-two minutes until they reached a grove of trees. Z paused and regarded Midestol skeptically when he turned around to see why she hadn’t followed. “This is a practice court?”

“Remember my views on the opposite sex, and then recall I had a daughter whom you are frighteningly similar to. We were training often in hiding, and when I commissioned this place I had a practice court put in on the off chance you turned out to be like your mother. There was no way to know what sex you would be after all.”

It made sense, but the magic she could pick up even from here did not. “Is it a challenge to get into?” she questioned with care.

“No, I shielded it so that it appears that way to outsiders. Come, Zimliya, let me show you.” He stepped forward into the grove between two trees and when he did not reemerge, she had no choice but to follow.

The grove of trees vanished before she had finished passing between the first two trunks. Now she stood in the center of a sandy circle that was three times the size of a normal practice court. Midestol was awaiting her with ease and his smile was relieved when she approached him. Inclining her head politely to him as she reached him, she managed to keep her hands away from weapons—it was an automatic response to him in this arena—and she likewise managed to wait patiently for his next move. This was his court and they would probably play by his rules.

“What weapon should we use?” Midestol wanted to know when it became clear she was leaving the reins of power in her hands.

“Preferably something with direct contact, so no bows,” she answered as a small sense of delight emerged at the impending match. “Swords, axes, daggers, or hand-to-hand would probably be the best choices.”

Midestol grimaced. “Axes are not my specialty. Daggers are overrated, and hand-to-hand can be limited. Swordsmanship, on the other hand, is a delicate dance when against a skilled opponent, which I assume you think I am at the very least?”

“Very skilled,” Z rushed to assure him with a smile.

“Thanks,” he replied sarcastically.

Flashing him a disarming smile, Z called Kyi’rinn to her hand, and then firmly explained to the sword that this was not a battle before stepping into a readied position and watching Midestol. He called his own sword—Swyante—to his hand as well and then began to circle.

“Should we establish rules?” he called out while he watched her movements.

“No deaths?”

“Sounds good to me,” he agreed, and then he attacked her with lightning speed.

Laughing with open delight, Z brought Kyi’rinn up easily to block his strike before whirling with grace that was a result of her immortality, and spinning calmly away from his second attack before she attempted to land one herself. He blocked it without effort, but his counter never made it—once again she moved before he could try.

Shaking his head with a dark laugh, he increased his speed and his weight behind the blows as he began to adjust to her new grace and speed, not to mention her strength. He wasn’t the typical mortal either, but his immortality was stolen, so her new gifts helped balance her strength to his much more than she had expected. But he had ten millenniums of fighting behind him. She had a little over a decade and a half.

He brought his sword up and the two of them locked blades for a moment before Midestol made an attempt to free his and land a blow before she could parry it. She managed to stop it, but not completely—a thin line of red touched his blade and she saw it pulse with excitement.

“I hope you told your sword we are not trying to kill each other,” she told him mildly.

“I am the master of my blade.”

“As am I, but I do like to warn it on occasion.”

Midestol snorted, and then grunted as she scored a fairly deep slice across his chest. His blade hadn’t moved quickly enough to block hers. “Yes, you do seem to relate to inanimate objects far better than you do breathing things,” he pointed out as he moved his left leg behind her right and attempted to off-balance her while throwing in a complicated attack at the same time.

“They tend to do less stupid things,” she pointed out, as she evaded both his attempt to trip her and his strike. Dancing out of the way, she smiled and began to widen the circle in which their feet had been slowly stamping into the sand.

He followed her without obvious difficulty—feinting now more often than striking. She was mostly on the defense, but he knew her well enough to know it was her way of feinting. She would hold back, judge her opponent, learn his basic blocks, movements, and speed, and then attack. He might not know all of her strike patterns, but he knew he was being set up.

This time, however, he didn’t care. This was the first battle they had truly had for fun. No expectations, no tests, and no fear of what was coming after the match ended. Midestol’s smile was genuine and pleased with her talent, and she knew for once she wasn’t an opponent; she was his granddaughter. It shouldn’t have brought the pleasure it did.

This is how we could form a bond. Not forever, and not strong, but enough to be … family for a time. No promises, no requirements from each other, and no disappointment over choices. Just … fun.

And it was fun. Z was openly laughing thirty minutes into their dance, and Midestol’s smile never faded, but grew. She moved from formal skills to trick fighting without dropping her guard completely, and Midestol’s form was flawless but relaxed.

Both of them took injuries, but they were minor. As Z couldn’t feel hers, and Midestol wasn’t taking so much as a misstep, she didn’t worry about anyone being in danger. Instead she could focus on the fact there was nothing but a strike, parry, counter, or evasion, and the fact that here she felt partially at home with a man she would have sworn she would never have gained even the smallest amount of connection with.

At long last, Midestol’s sword left his hand after a challenging disarming move worked properly. She had been attempting it every so often at the end, and it had been after the fourth time that she had succeeded. Midestol was panting lightly, but his eyes were bright with pleasure and his smile hadn’t faltered at all. He retrieved Swyante with ease, cleaned the blade, and slid it into its sheath without any apparent concern.

“Very nice job,” he applauded her honestly. “You really are quite the adversary. I only wish you were on my side, but, what is done is done.”

She offered him the warmest smile she had ever managed to give him. “You’re not bad yourself,” she teased as she cleaned Kyi’rinn out of habit, not need, and also slid the blade into its sheath. Vanishing it with a thought, she eyed Midestol for a moment in silence before holding out her hand in a comrade-like gesture. He accepted it without hesitation. “We will have to do this again,” she admitted.

“Most certainly. I may even decide to train you if you would be willing to accept the not-so-honorable fighting styles I have learned over the years.”

“Like my fighting can be considered all that honorable,” she retorted with a snort. She smiled again at his words and inclined her head. “I would like that,” she told him truthfully. Glancing around the practice area, she shook her head. “Nice illusion.”

“It’s a little bit lacking, but it is good enough,” Midestol said dismissively. He offered her his arm. “Shall we return to your room? I plan to stay elsewhere tonight.”

“Probably advisable,” she agreed as she placed her hand on his arm. “Maybe you won’t have to leave a path of ashes on the way back.”

“Overly optimistic, aren’t you?”

“I can but try at times.”

Midestol laughed softly as they walked, but she felt a surge of power and knew he was clearing the path to the small stronghold he had built for his daughter, his son-in-law, and her. Clearly, he was a bit upset over losing a couple of his men, but as it had been his idea to turn his men into blackened piles of smoldering ashes, she didn’t know why it was now her fault.

They made it inside just as the sun set for good, but instead of letting her go to her room Midestol led her instead down a hall on the main floor. She assumed he meant to dine—and therefore dine with her—but she couldn’t help letting the silence between them grow slightly pointed.

“Yessss?” Midestol drawled when he noticed.

“Who’s coming to dinner?”

“Ah. That. Well, I thought since you seem to be on a bit of a hit list here, and I must say that is quite the surprise,” he remarked innocently. “I thought it would be far wiser if it was just the two of us.”

“Unspeakably wise,” she agreed.

The heavy double wooden doors swung open as they approached, and Z took a quick note of the room they had entered. It was fairly large, considering this building had only been built for a family of three, but like every other room she had seen so far—minus the one she was staying in—the walls were stone, marble in this case. Black marble. It was decidedly creepy. Seeing her reflection distorted in its flawless surface was just odd, and it brought all of her alterations into sharper focus.

Thick wooden tables filled the room and gold was inlayed within both them and the chairs that surrounded them. Midestol didn’t stop at any of the tables on the main floor—and she knew better than to hope for that anyways—and he led her instead all the way up to the platform in which a white marble table with emeralds inserted all around the edge awaited them. Seeing food was already there, Z hesitated slightly as she glanced at some of the meat dishes.

“None of this is human,” Midestol assured her.

“Mortal?”

“No—Well, are we counting animals among the mortal?” Midestol glanced at her as he took a seat in a smallish marble throne and gestured at her to take the second. “The only thing here—as I promised—is animal meat, Zimliya. Nothing more.”

“Good. If you’re lying I will forewarn you now that I will be spitting it at your face.”

“You always are the most charming when testy.”


Chapter 21

Three weeks later, Z got ready to ditch the relative safety of the room she had been staying in while visiting Midestol. The sun was now creeping over the horizon, but she hadn’t slept the night before. She rarely slept here, but each night she did retreat to this room to give herself space from her grandfather, and to give him space from her. They were never going to be close, not the closeness she shared with her allies, or the closeness she had shared with Nivo before his untimely death, but the daily sparring matches had given them something to connect with. As a result, Z knew she would and could visit Midestol without being ordered to by Nivaradros.

The Dragon would like that. She would like it more on his behalf than for herself, if she managed to lie to herself convincingly. She could never forgive Midestol for his deeds, but she could ignore them while she was here, so long as he didn’t shove them in her face. For example, she knew he had been sneaking slaves or a woman he had kidnapped from a surrounding human village into his rooms for the last two weeks, but he didn’t mention it, and she never heard anything. Because of that, she could ignore it, though it took work. She wanted to storm up to his rooms and rescue whoever was trapped with him, but it would backfire on her in the long run if she did that. He was who he was, and one day she would kill him for it in battle; that, or he would kill her.

Until then, however, she had gained something from all of this. Midestol could touch her in a caring manner and she was able to handle it. She also had learned to trust him as her grandfather—not, however, as the Dark Mage. It was a small oozing wound in her heart that was now open, but since the Tenia King’s treatment of her was so different from Midestol’s attentiveness, this was something the Dragon had foreseen correctly; she had needed this.

Despite their different sides, Midestol spent hours working with her in the practice courts. He also attempted to build a stronger relationship between them in several ways. He tried to lavishly spend money on her whenever she permitted it, he had released a captive for her when he had noticed a shift in her eye color, and he had gifted her the use of his library, even arranging for the library present at this miniature castle to swap out books from his main castle for her as she had read through them.

He also, she suspected, had realized she would not ask questions about her parents, fearing it would award him power over her she could not ignore. As a result, he offered information freely, and Z had learned more about her parents in three weeks than she would have been able to learn in her lifetime without his aid. Midestol knew, he knew his daughter. They’d been close, and when her father had come into the picture, Midestol had learned about him. And everything he’d known was now being offered to her freely. It led her to only one conclusion.

He cared. He honestly cared for her. Opposite goals in life or not, she saw it in how he treated her, and she found despite all the years she had gone without something like this, she wanted it. Had she been a different person or possibly ten years younger, Z knew she would have flipped sides. She never let Midestol know just how much his grandfatherly concern and interest truly meant to her, but she could only lie so much to herself. When they met together in this manner, he would not only kill to protect her, but she suspected he would die to protect her as well. She wasn’t sure how she felt about either stance.

Stranger still, Midestol had been comfortable enough with her to spar without a shirt on, and Z had seen his scars. Scars that should have cost him his life. Perhaps she was not the only member of her family to be difficult to kill. That, in its own way, had been reassuring. There were other humans out there like her. The Rangers, as a whole, were close, but perhaps other humans had survived the unthinkable before she had.

Closing her eyes when she finished changing her clothes, Z leaned against the wooden walls of her room and struggled to gather her thoughts. Midestol was going to teach her some of his dark magic methods, and if she didn’t plan to use them—and she didn’t—she knew the value of knowing the thought process of a mage when it came to the certain use of magic. After the brief despicable magic lesson, they would head back out to the practice courts, and she would teach Midestol a harmless move that she had promised to show him while he once again taught her a trick or two that he knew.

It was one of her favorite parts of the day; the exchanging of information regarding fighting tactics. Highly valuable for when she returned to the field, it was also extremely fun, and Z couldn’t remember the last time she had enjoyed something quite this much—certainly not since she had gotten back. It was hard to remember Midestol as the Dark Mage when he was acting like her grandfather, but she refused to forget that while she spent time with him, people and beings she cared for were dying. Dying while fighting for their freedom or dying while fighting for her for others’ freedom.

Exhaling when she had firmly fixed that thought into her mind again, she moved to open the door when it swung open all on its own. Staring at the figure in the doorway in shock, Z recovered immediately and then sucked in her breath when her eyes met Midestol’s. Something was wrong.

He entered without permission and barely met her eyes. “Sit.” His tone held a command within it and Z obeyed without thinking. He moved to the other side of the room, and leaned against the siding as though he could barely stand on his own. “Zimliya—” he began in a tone of voice that was so pained she wanted to cover her ears. Something had happened on the battlefield. Something horrible enough that Midestol felt honor-bound to tell her. She’d been without information regarding her allies since her return, and guilt over that decision swarmed her as Midestol struggled to speak.

He met her eyes for the briefest of seconds before he turned his gaze elsewhere. “Your Dragon is dead,” he told her flatly, and in a rush as though it would make the words less painful to hear.

She stiffened at once. Shocked into silence. Closing her eyes, she struggled to master herself. This was no game—he wasn’t lying—and she couldn’t afford to reveal a moment of weakness or vulnerability to him, if she hadn’t already displayed one. The logical part of her mind was quick to inform her it was time to head into battle, because without Nivaradros—even the thought of his name was a blow to her senses—her allies were at risk. She managed to open her eyes, but her thoughts stayed distant. Questions she couldn’t ask, couldn’t safely think, began to flood her mind.

Nivaradros’s demise wasn’t something she had expected—feared, yes, but expected, no—and, as a result, she didn’t know how to respond. She couldn’t, however, breathe. The being’s words came back to her then, and a flash of anger struck her. He’d promised her he would protect Nivaradros, but his lie had already caught up to him. The Dragon—her Dragon—was dead. If there had ever been a chance of anything happening between them … Forcing herself to pull her thoughts away, she struggled to focus on the present.

Midestol kept talking when she didn’t respond, and she heard enough to learn Midestol hadn’t targeted Nivaradros directly—somehow the Dragon had gotten himself in harm’s way. It seemed impossible. Nivaradros, after surviving millenniums under attack by his own kind, and thousands of others, had fallen. How could it have happened?

“Evidently—and I only have reports for this part of this—the Dragon was trying to get the young Alantaion heir out of danger. He managed,” Midestol added with a trace of annoyance in his tone despite obvious efforts to squelch it. “The Alantaion is safe. The Dragon, however, was hit with some sort of barbed arrows during his flight to gather the Alantaion and get him to safety. He crashed into, and then through, some of the denser parts of the Balsirrie forest after dropping the Alantaion off just out of the reach of my warriors. I went there,” he added quietly. “We cannot find his body, but there is far too much blood for him to have survived.”

And since Midestol had hunted Dragons before—with limited success—he knew what he was talking about. The inability to speak was still there, and she was fighting to get around it. She had to speak. If he knew he had wounded her … Swallowing hard yet again, she compelled herself to meet his gaze. But what could she say to him?

“I should probably go,” she managed in a forced steady tone. “It is time I arrive on the field.”

Midestol’s expression darkened with three conflicting emotions: anger, pain, and resignation. “My presence is needed on my side of this battle as well.” He opened his mouth as if he wanted to say more, but he closed it before even a word escaped.

Standing slowly, she changed out of the clothing he had gifted her with, back to a clean set of clothing she wore when she was on the field or traveling. Forcing her muscles to keep from shaking, she folded the clothing with care and put it in the wardrobe before turning to face him. He was watching her intently, but she couldn’t read him as well as she would have liked. She was shaken enough she had no idea just how much she was giving away regarding her thoughts.

“Perhaps when—if—things settle down, I can still show you that move?” Here she couldn’t keep the slight tremble out of her voice. Nerves had taken over, and as they were better than the ache she was trying to force away, she held on to them tightly.

Midestol stared at her in disbelief. “You would consider returning?” he asked in astonishment. His voice was no more secure than hers, and it gave her a small piece of relief at a time when it would be a while before she could feel anything more.

She managed a smile, she wasn’t sure how. “War has a cost. I’m trying not to hold this against you. You have, after all, been very kind.” She closed her eyes and struggled to keep her composure. “But if you don’t wish to see me, we can just end this experiment now.”

“Of course you are welcome to return as something other than a captive!” Midestol rushed to tell her. She opened her eyes to read him. His eyes burned, but they were still shocked, and if she was off balance—and she was, deeply—he was no less than her. Perhaps he wouldn’t gain as much from this as she feared. “I just thought you wouldn’t want to.”

She shrugged. “I’ll try to warn you next time,” she promised quietly. “Goodbye, Grandfather.” She used the term without thinking, and as she slipped into the shadows the sight of his orange eyes widening in surprise burned itself into her memory.

Paying no heed to how her lands here were, Z strolled with intent to her destination. She felt as if she were blindfolded—if anything was going on in her world around her, she didn’t notice. The ache she had denied while she had been standing before Midestol now slowly spread from her heart on out, and she needed to get somewhere safe before it had her fully.

She didn’t go to the battle, she couldn’t. Not now. Instead she went to the mountain Nivaradros had claimed as his own, held, and carved with painstaking effort. Reaching its location after the better part of three hours—cheating with both magic and the shadowlands ability to compress distance and twist time—Z emerged from her sub-world onto the ledge of his cave. It was snowing. Had been snowing. There was snow up to her hips that she had to push through to reach the entrance to the Dragon’s lair, and as she did she reached out with a hand to touch the stone beside the gaping hole; his defenses were almost gone.

It was worse to experience than she had expected; her world felt as if it condensed around her in an attempt to crush her. Knowing it could only mean one thing, Z angrily claimed the lair as hers by throwing her magic through and around the last of the Dragon’s defenses, strengthening what was left and adding to what had already vanished. This was hers then. The only reason she claimed it was the fact she knew some other enterprising Dragon would, and she wouldn’t allow it. Walking into the entrance, she kept the path dark and kept her vision narrow. She wanted to see nothing on her way to her destination.

She didn’t want to be here at all. Duty and something she couldn’t name pushed her to continue down the halls that had been created out of boredom or desire, and by the time she reached the rooms he had given her, she knew just how wounded she was over this. The doors opened without so much as a thought from her, and she managed to make it to the bed before the wall she had somehow managed to sustain all these years shattered.

Tears weren’t something she shed often. In fact, she had a feeling she hadn’t shed tears for any one person since the death of her adoptive parents. She recalled having shed tears three times: once for the city she had been forced to destroy before Tenia’s destruction, once for a large group of slaves she had been unable to rescue from Midestol’s hold when she had first started as a Warrior, and during the destruction of Tenia tears had fallen, but not even Nicklyn had been gifted tears. Nor had the man who had spent so many months trying to bring back her sanity.

Tears fell now though. She fought and won the battle to make them fall silently, but she wasn’t sure if it made her a better or worse person. Of course, at the moment, she couldn’t decide if she was a better or worse person for having offered to return to spend time with the man who had possibly been behind Nivaradros’s death indirectly. The room was warm—almost too warm for her current mood—and as there was a piece of the Dragon in it, there was a calming sense to it as well. Bringing her knees up to her chin on the bed, she wrapped her arms around her legs and just let those cursed tears fall on their silent path. She had made yet another mistake, and she wondered how much this would cost her.

It took her two days before she could trust herself to think clearly. Two long, frustrating, and crippling days. On the third day since Midestol had come to give her the news she hadn’t expected—hadn’t considered a possibility—she forced herself to get up. Forced herself to eat from the magic cursed table the Dragon had made for the room, and then forced herself to change clothes.

Arming herself with enough weapons to equip a small army, Z glanced at herself in the mirror and flinched. Her eyes weren’t violet or silver—they were a deep and vivid teal. Apparently, she had a color for grief. She wasn’t sure if it made things better or worse, but she was unwilling to dwell on it as she risked falling prey again to her sorrow.

Heading out of the room, she hiked up to the top of the mountain and emerged from the lair she had claimed onto the ledge without noticing much more than the snow. Which was still there, and possibly higher than it had been two days ago. Mountain weather was never something she enjoyed.

Shanii, however, noticed her. Snorting as he looked her over, Z half expected to learn he didn’t approve of her immortality. She dimly wondered how in the hells he had managed to get here, but since he was who and what he was, she didn’t waste too much thought on it. Instead she expended her energy on reading the tilt of his finely shaped head, the flick of his ears, and the shake of his head and neck. Snorting again, Shanii pawed the snow in an idle seeming way, but he made no threatening motion—in fact, he made no other move at all.

Holding out her arms and hands, she approached him palms up with care. Shaking his head and neck again, Shanii reached out to lightly lip her palms as soon as she was close enough to him that it was possible. Nickering in a quiet, but sympathetic way, the stallion did something he hadn’t done for some time. He knelt. It was the most comforting thing he could have done. Leaping gracefully onto his back, Z stroked the stallion’s neck as he stood and shook off some of the snow.

“Thank you,” she whispered softly. His reply was lacking the sharp edge it sometimes carried, and he turned his head towards her to regard her with concern. “I’ll be alright,” she assured him.

Snort. Swishing his tail sharply enough that it smacked her leg, Shanii began to move towards one side of the steep ledge Nivaradros had carved on the outside of his mountain to apparently keep nimble creatures at bay. Shanii, however, made his attempt fail. Climbing with a level of sure-footedness and grace that would make a mountain goat green with envy, Shanii carried her down the mountain without once jostling her.

Once they were on the ground, however, she had a two second warning before he took off. Even this was in its own way a comfort. Shanii ran with ease over terrain that would have lamed any other horse not of his kind—possibly any other creature. His mane whipped her face as the wind and his speed blew it into her eyes, and tears fell now for a different reason. Her heart, however, soared with delight over the run.

They came to a small stream that bisected the lands the Dragon had owned from the lands she had given the remaining people of Tenia, and Z expected Shanii to slow to cross it. It was frozen and the edges were still lined with snow that hadn’t yet melted from the light dusting this area had received. She expected it to be slightly dangerous; expected that Shanii would want to proceed with caution. With a sound of delight, however, he leapt it without even needing to rate himself or chip in, and he landed so smoothly on the other side she almost didn’t realize they had crossed it.

Her laughter surprised her. Joy felt inappropriate given the events that had so recently taken place but delight over riding at a speed few creatures could match overcame her, and she leaned forward over Shanii’s neck and urged him on. He was pleased, both with her laughter and her joy, and he responded to her urging by lengthening his flawless stride even further. Even at this pace she knew it would take them days to reach the battlefield, and that was only if there were no skirmishes that were between them and the main army.

But Shanii would know the best way to take her. For days Z found herself able to think about very little other than the stallion and the path they were taking; she left everything up to him. He often took the lesser used paths through some of the small enchanted forests that had a habit of eating anyone who disturbed them if they weren’t Z, and therefore if there were any small detachments of Midestol’s army around Z didn’t have to worry about running into them.

She heard and smelled the battle before she saw it, seven non-stop riding days later. Shanii gave her a minute’s warning before abruptly changing course. Since he had given her a warning this time, she knew what he wanted her to do. Placing both her legs on one side of him, she leaned the opposite way until her arms were extended enough to almost touch the ground. Grabbing a longbow from a dead enemy, she checked its condition before grabbing a quiver from another body. Sitting up with ease, and putting one leg on each side of Shanii’s back again, she drew an arrow and held it at the ready as she began to see signs of the battle she had been kept from for so damn long.

Her old talents overpowered her abruptly, and for the first time in years she let them. Her magic let her know where the nearest and highest power mage was located, and a quick signal to Shanii had him shift his path to take her that way. Even after seven long days of nothing but a straight gallop, the stallion wasn’t even winded; he certainly wasn’t tired. A normal horse would have died within the first day at Shanii’s pace: there was a reason she avoided mortal, normal horses like a plague. That, and many others, but the last time she had ridden a normal horse, she’d only lasted about an hour before dismounting, selling the horse at the next town, and calling for Shanii.

Thankful again that he let her ride him, Z readied her arrow with care for the current wind, her target’s position in regard to hers, since she couldn’t yet see him, and she remembered to take in her increased strength since it would affect the arrow’s path. Releasing the arrow when she felt it was the right time, Z directed Shanii to climb the muddy and snow patched hill while she fired more arrows over its edge at targets she could only sense by their magic.

They reached the top with issue, and Shanii let out a powerful and hair-rising scream of anger that was also a cold, deadly challenge. For an instant, the battle seemed to pause in certain sections before the allied races—her allies—identified her and Shanii.

“ZIMLIYA!” some of them screamed as one. It was a heart-torn scream of relief, joy, and hope, and Z fired another arrow in response before sending Shanii charging down the hill and into the force that wasn’t on her good side.

Exchanging her longbow for Kyi’rinn, Z directed Shanii into the thickest group of the enemy she could find. Cutting them down without much thought—and with little regard for her own safety—Z discovered quickly why this group had been so large and powerful; they had trapped a squad of Alantaions.

“Niramit!” she called as she caught the attention of one of the fighters. She could tell the Alantaions were exhausted, but it would take her some time to get to them. “I’m coming! Hold on!”

Niramit glanced at her briefly and began to nod, but she knew he caught sight of her eyes. Stiffening, he forgot about the battle around him. He was almost killed as she watched, but she grabbed and threw the lightest of her daggers in a desperate attempt to protect him. The dagger lodged in the throat of the man who had been inches away from running the Alantaion through, and Niramit shook himself, before bowing to her slightly in silent thanks. He returned to fighting at the same time she did, and she could hear his shouted commands to his fighters.

He told them she was coming, and Z saw the surge of energy the Alantaions hadn’t possessed seconds before as their strength returned—born out of the hope her presence gave them. She hoped they remembered that feeling when they saw her. Cutting down Midestol’s forces as they tried to reach her, Z let Shanii move freely underneath her so he could protect himself or fight as he saw fit. He brought down many of Midestol’s warriors with his hooves and the occasional magic when he felt like being inventive.

Eventually it became apparent that it would be more beneficial if she could fight on the ground—if she could make it to the Alantaion company’s side. Dismounting from Shanii, Z swung Kyi’rinn around in a powerful blow as a foolish enemy tried to behead her from behind; it wasn’t her head that went flying. She had no idea how many of the enemy she cut down as she battled through the mass to get to the Alantaions’ sides, but when she finally did manage it, she found Niramit was instantly beside her as a comrade. His shock had vanished, and he had clearly decided he didn’t care about her immortality for now.

“Niramit, call them back, make them form a circle! Back to back—an arm’s length apart. Bows on the inside, swords just before them, and spears out in the front!”

He didn’t even blink at her order. Calling for his fighters to do as she had called, Z watched with relief as the remaining Alantaions began to follow his command immediately. They fought their way to their leader’s side, and he directed their positioning as they arrived. They glanced at Z, but like their leader they brushed off their surprise. Now was not the time, and even if it was, it was clear Niramit was for her change, they were not stupid enough to argue with him.

A cry from someone behind her caught her attention. Her eyes scanned past the closest enemies until she found the reason for the cry. One of Niramit’s remaining fighters was trapped. Outnumbered and wounded, he had little chance of making it to safety unless someone went to get him. Someone like her. Handing her stolen bow and quiver to someone standing behind her, Z pushed her way through the back.

“Where are you going?” Niramit demanded. His circle was holding, but she knew it was greatly due to her, and he feared the circle would collapse without her aid. It was telling; his squad had been fighting without rest for too long.

“To get your warrior!” she shouted at him as she cut down anything in her way in her rush to get to the side of the Alantaion who couldn’t break through their opposing force.

“Z!” he called desperately as he saw her. “It’s a trap!”

“Only if I refuse to see it!” she yelled back. Calling for Shanii, she felt him respond immediately and brought her sword up quickly to shield herself from the fire that cut through a line of fifteen enemy soldiers—giving the trapped Alantaion time to make it to her side.

Once he was beside her he saluted her once—ignoring her eyes completely—and then began to fall into the dangerous dance both of them knew to use. Back to back, they spun in a circle while making their way to the others, ensuring neither of them stayed in one direction long enough for an enemy strike to fall, but long enough to land one of their own. It was a hard fight—a tiring one—but they made it back to the circle Niramit’s force still held. The circle opened just enough to let them in and then formed around them once more.

“Archers, fire to the outer line!” she commanded loudly. “Break their refreshing line! Make them face us until they die!”

The Alantaions in the center gave a cry of agreement, and then the air was filled with arrows. The back line of the enemies that rushed them caved abruptly as most of the arrows found their mark. It occurred to Z then that a bigger force was attacking them now; word of her arrival had clearly spread.

“Swords rush forward—strike and retreat!” she called to those she stood with. Niramit had gladly handed the reins of command to her, and she had taken them up without noticing. Right now, it didn’t matter; winning was the only thing on her mind and preserving the lives of the Alantaions she fought with was a close second.

“Archers, fire again! Spears, alternate with swords!”

The Alantaions responded immediately and with speed and strength that was born solely because she had joined them. Their trust in her was slightly humbling now—something it had never been before—but she didn’t let it make an impact; distractions were not to be accepted.

“Break their lines!” she decreed as she saw the chance for the Alantaions to finally turn this fight in their favor. “Keep them from reforming. Arrows loosen!”

She was thankful for Alantaion magic; their quivers weren’t about to run out of arrows. The sharp sound of a slender piece of wood that ended with feathers on one end and a sharp metal point on the other rang loudly through the air over the shouting and the cries of pain that filled the air around them. This wasn’t the only fight going on—this was a battlefield after all—but it was the one she had committed to, and it was the one she intended to win.

At long last the enemy was outnumbered. Arrows were no longer needed—were more of a waste to use—so the fighting changed from half distance to only close quarters, although the circle wasn’t broken. Those with swords, like her, darted forward between those with spears. Slashing their opponents quickly and mostly fatally, they danced back behind the spears when some of the enemy were exhausted enough to make the mistake of following them.

It was dusk when the last of the fighters was slain; it had been just after dawn when she had arrived. After making sure no one else waited to attack them, Z listened for danger nearby them; the enemy had retreated—or was dead—but she could hear small pockets still fighting to the east and west of them. Glancing around at the wounded and exhausted Alantaions, she saluted them with Kyi’rinn before cleaning the blade and sliding it home in its sheath. Taking a minute to breathe, she then got to work tearing off strips of cloth from her clothes to bind the deepest of the wounds she saw.

“You’re immortal,” Niramit said softly while she worked to bind the deep slash across the young Alantaion she had fought so hard to reach.

She glanced over at him and nodded once slowly. “I am,” she agreed. “It is why I have been away throughout this battle; those older than I thought it would be far wiser if my new condition was kept from those who might be offended by it.”

“It is rather startling,” the Alantaion Saer admitted. His eyes, however, no longer held the black she had seen while they had been fighting—granted that black hadn’t been directed at her then either. “But,” he added as a smile appeared, “it is clear you remain who you always were. Extremely impressive with a blade, and rather insane with your fighting style when it comes to protecting those you’re fighting with. Welcome to eternal life then, Z.” He clasped her forearm in a comradely way, and then applied the barest amount of pressure before releasing her and strolling off to tend to another one of his wounded.

Relief filled her over his words. Niramit had accepted her change with ease. It was reassurance she hadn’t known she needed. Turning back to her work as a field mender, Z finished binding up the rib slash and moved to the next Alantaion she found who was injured. Like Niramit and the young Alantaion Z had just tended, she offered Z nothing more than kind words and thanks for both her help with the wound and her help on the field.

“I will admit you are always a sight to see—mounted on your monster and battle ready,” the Alantaion woman teased. “But we needed you here, and no one would tell us why you were being kept from the field. I now understand their hesitation, but, honestly, they could have at least told us something. Even a lie would have been preferable to silence. Some of us were wondering if you had died after all, and they just didn’t want to tell us.”

Laughing softly, Z shook her head and carefully bound up the burned forearm before her. “I’ve been a bit busy, and I was told it would be far wiser if I stayed away from the fighting until they were more certain I would not be cut down on sight by an ally.”

“Our glorious leaders have grown paranoid. Well, if anyone is foolish enough to threaten you, tell me, or any of us. We’ll set them straight,” the Alantaion told her firmly. “Won’t we?” she added as she raised her voice.

There was a chorus of agreement that rang out around them, and Z smiled slightly as she shook her head. “I will,” she assured them all as she received a couple black looks over her silence. “If I don’t set them straight myself.”

Good natured jeers were her reply, and Z retorted sharply to them as Shanii trotted over smugly. “Yes, yes,” she told him hastily. “You did an incredible job. Did you go tell the whole damn army I was back?”

Shanii snorted and shook his head and neck. Reaching out with his muzzle, he nuzzled her shoulder before trotting off contently. Seeing everyone’s eyes upon her with the same silent question, Z sighed, wishing Shanii would communicate with everyone instead of just her. “He only told the Shade,” she explained. “But apparently I can expect him to arrive within the next five to ten minutes.”

“He better bring food,” someone grumbled.


~*~




Crilyne did arrive with food. He drove a team of horses with a wagon designed to deliver supplies to fighting forces with the ease of someone who had been doing it for a while. Due to the fact most normal horses hated him for his not-really-living form, Z could only assume the Shade had been introduced to the team slowly, and that this was the only wagon he had permission to drive. Reining in the team when he realized there were still too many bodies between him and the Alantaions she’d been adopted by for the day, the Shade leapt from the driver’s seat gracefully and approached them with a careless air.

She knew better; he was furious to see her. “Hello, Crilyne,” she called coolly as she raised her chin in defiance. “Nice to see you too.”

His face could not have gotten much dourer. Glaring at her as soon as there were only five feet between them, he paused and surveyed the remains of the fight she had joined.

“I believe your orders regarding this battle were quite clear,” he began coldly.

“Yes, they were, but you forgot rule number one,” she told him cheerfully.

His frown deepened. “Which rule one?”

“The one where you’re not allowed to tell me what to do.”

Crilyne exhaled loudly. “Zimliya, you have no idea what has gone on here or what you are getting yourself involved in—”

She raised a hand and cut off the rest of his sentence sharply. “Then it is time to debrief me,” she snapped. “And I do know a few things, Crilyne. Or were you idiotic enough to believe Midestol wouldn’t inform me about Nivaradros?”

She fell silent as Crilyne flinched—visibly. Closing his eyes, the Shade appeared to make the attempt to gather himself. “What were you told?”

“That Nivaradros took arrows while trying to rescue Shevieck.”

“He managed; Shevieck is fine. What else?”

“He crashed.” Here it became harder for her to speak; that damn lump returned to her throat.

Crilyne’s features grew uneasy. “Anything else?”

“He claimed the Dragon is dead,” she told him curtly. Stung that Crilyne was forcing her to tell him what she had been told, instead of telling her what he knew—what had happened—she struggled to keep herself under control emotionally. It was hard. Harder by far than she wanted it to be.

The Shade’s expression smoothed out to give nothing away. “That has not been proven,” he told her quietly. “There was a lot of blood upon the forest floor, but we have not located the Dragon’s body—in either form.”

She cut him off with a sharp gesture. “I went to his lair,” she told Crilyne angrily. “Most of his defenses had fallen; they don’t fall when their creator has been injured.”

Wordlessly the Shade met and held her gaze. “I see,” he said softly at long last. “Do you hold the Dragon’s lands then as your own?”

“Yes,” she hissed angrily. “Will you advise me to do otherwise?”

“No, I will not.” Crilyne’s expression was now the definition of pinched. “Z—” he began softly.

She cut him off once more with a sharp gesture. “We have wounded and all of us are hungry. We can speak about the rest of it later.”

Turning, she walked away from him. Had she tried to stay—had he tried to say more—Z knew she would have snapped. It was hard enough to deal with Nivaradros’s demise on her own; she had a feeling it would be a thousand times worse when she was surrounded by others. She therefore left it up to others to help the Shade unload food from the wagon. She turned to continue to help those who were injured, finding thread and stitching injuries she had previously only bound.

She heard the conversations between the Shade and the Alantaions; he wanted to know how she was. From what she overheard they said nothing other than she seemed fine, they liked her immortality, and she was still damn scary with any kind of weapon. Smiling over the last bit, she noticed Niramit was watching her and winced.

“Yes?” she asked him softly as he approached and their eyes met.

“There was a rumor going through the ranks while you were gone,” he began in a hesitant manner.

“I am sure there were more than one,” she snorted.

His smile was faint, but she would take whatever she could get since she had a feeling his probing would not be to her liking.

“It was being said Nivaradros had claimed you.”

Closing her eyes to hide what she knew would be a shift in eye color, she struggled to control her emotions. “That was true,” she admitted after a pause, grateful long silences were perfectly acceptable to immortals.

“It was also said that you claimed him in return.”

Damn the gossip chains of an army. “That was true as well,” she told him shortly.

There was a soft pause, a bitter silence, and then a painful reply. “I am sorry then, Z, for your loss.”

She tried to dismiss his concern with her words. It was just as dangerous for her to show her pain with her allies as it had been to display it to Midestol. “It is the price of war, Niramit, we all end up paying it at some point.” Turning away from him before he could reply, she grabbed a small plate of food and moved to sit off on her own.


Chapter 22

She headed into the main camp with an escort of Alantaions. Niramit’s remaining warriors were well aware of her changes, and they were fine with them; she was still the person she had always been to them. She therefore found that they had decided everyone else was to be fine with them as well, and so she rode Shanii into the main camp at the center of the Niramit’s command. Crilyne, she suspected, also had a hand in this, but she forced herself not to dwell on it. On the off chance she ended up bunking with the Shade, she didn’t want to be tempted to kill him.

Niramit fielded questions about her and the Dragon so she didn’t have to deal with them directly. She overheard them, of course, but with him taking the reins of the conversation or abruptly ending the question with a look, she wasn’t forced to answer. It was a small relief. Nivaradros’s death had wounded her, and she didn’t know how to heal those wounds.

Closing her eyes after yet another set of whispers started when those without enough to do noticed her eyes, Z struggled not to listen to the words, but it was impossible to block all of them. Immortal was one of the most common, but it was third to the word claimed, which was second to Nivaradros. The last one kept hitting her hard, and she refused to let that pain show. When a small group of Ryelentions blocked their passage as she failed to acknowledge their words, Z opened her eyes slowly to meet the immortal who stepped forward to speak.

He didn’t get a chance. “I believe Zimliya has been through quite enough today,” a cold and commanding female voice called out. Z glanced over her left shoulder in surprise as Veilantras strolled forward with ease—though her eyes were burning. The silver gave the impression of liquid metal, but they were hotter than that metal could achieve. “Honestly, leave the poor girl alone.” She raised a brow as Z’s unofficial guard moved to block her passage. “I’m not going to harm her. I’ve known about her immortality for some time.”

Niramit’s gaze flashed to hers. Nodding once, Z slid off Shanii’s back and moved carefully through the Alantaions. “She has known for some time,” she assured them, and she wanted to talk to the ancient Dragon alone anyways. “Is there a place we can discuss things in private?” she asked Veilantras as she reached the female Dragon’s side. Since the Dragon was in lesser form, this was easy enough to accomplish—though it was apparent the Alantaions were unhappy at the concept of handing her protection over to the Dragon.

“Yes,” Veilantras told her in a lowered tone. “Nivaradros’s tent.”

She flinched. Closing her eyes again, she managed to swallow part of the sudden lump in her throat. “Lead on,” she said quietly. She didn’t notice she had basically given Veilantras an order, but it didn’t matter with this Dragon.

Z barely took note of those she passed and the layout of the encampment. Funny how recently she had wanted to be here; funny how now she would have given anything to be anywhere else. Veilantras led her to something that made Crilyne’s tent look like a beggar’s home; this damn thing was huge. It was also a deep green in color, and Z felt a sudden urge to burn it to the ground. She couldn’t handle this. Slipping in through the flap after Veilantras, Z managed to find and lower herself into a chair before her legs gave out.

“Zimliya?!” Alarm ran out from Veilantras’s voice, and Z forced herself together as a result.

“I’m just tired,” she told the Dragon with a small smile, but the smile faded as she again glanced around the tent. This time, however, she noticed they weren’t alone; Crilyne was standing off to one side. “What are you doing here?” she demanded of him. Her tone was hostile, but she didn’t want to lose her anger; what would be left was far, far worse.

“We need to talk,” the Shade told her softly.

“The hells we do! I am not leaving, Crilyne. I am needed here!” she snarled at him. Veilantras and the interior of the tent became mere backdrops.

“Yes,” he agreed softly as he finally held her eyes with his. “You are. But are you okay with that? Because you will do us more harm than good if you are in any way distracted.”

She stared at him in astonishment, pretending the words made no sense; she wished they didn’t. Instead she glanced at Nivaradros’s mentor. “Did you go to the site?” she wanted to know.

Veilantras’s eyes were still at their brightest. “Yes, I did,” she admitted.

“The blood on the ground, was some of it heart blood?”

Veilantras hesitated. “Zimliya—” she began.

“Was some of it heart blood?” Z snapped.

“The majority of it, yes,” Veilantras replied after another long pause.

Z closed her eyes and gritted her teeth. “In your opinion, could he have survived?” She hated to ask, and the disintegration of his defensive and claiming magic on his lair was a giveaway, but she still had to say the words on the off chance the Dragon could still be alive. If he was, she intended to find him.

Veilantras was noticeably silent. Z glanced at her, and the female Dragon glanced at the Shade. Crilyne’s expression was about as inviting as an angry badger’s and Veilantras winced. “Zimliya—” she began again, softly.

“Just tell me,” was her forced and controlled reply.

“No,” Veilantras finally replied in a very, very soft tone. “No, Z, he could not have, I’m so sorry.” The female Dragon looked again to Crilyne for something, and then shoved some of her hair out of her eyes—despite the fact it wasn’t anywhere close to them. “Not with his injuries. He barely managed to get the Mithani to safety, and Shevieck’s report indicated Nivaradros knew he wasn’t going to survive.”

Z closed her eyes again. “Thank you,” she whispered. “Now, what’s going on here?”

“Z—” Crilyne started to say.

“Crilyne, when I want your opinion or criticism I will ask for it. Until then, just shut the hells up.”

“No, I will not,” he countered as an edge creeped into his voice. “Zimliya—”

“I did fine out there, Crilyne. Niramit’s force has already been commandeered into my personal guards—which I know you were behind—and they don’t mind what I am. The Ryelentions likewise seem to know, and they don’t seem to mind either. I want to know how and why there are Ryelentions and Alantaions fighting when both kingdoms are not in the hands of their rulers—and I want to know how many of each there are. I’m here now, Crilyne. I intend to fight. You need my help.”

“We do,” he agreed softly as the edge that hadn’t escaped her tone vanished from his. “And, yes, you did fine out there. You did more than fine. I know you quite well, Zimliya. You will continue to do, in your words, fine. You will rise or exit this tent each morning and head out onto the field to protect, defend, and save more lives in a handful of hours than we have managed to save in our months of fighting. You will attend every meeting asked of you and will present battle plans you drew up during your ‘down time’ to the others in the meeting.

“You will do all of this, and you will do it well. No one will know that anything is wrong. No one,” he added quietly, “but me. And Veilantras. Possibly the Mithane and the Islierre since they saw you interact with Nivaradros. The Thinyen dismissed the Dragon’s claim, so it means nothing to him, or rather it merely means the claim no longer has a hold. Nivaradros claimed you in front of him; you didn’t claim the Dragon.

“But you are far from alright. Zimliya, you’re hurting. You can easily work through this because you’ve trained yourself to push through anything, but it’s not healthy—especially not for a human who has been through as much as you have. Do not try to brush this off. I can feel your pain from over here. You are not okay. Admit it—admit it to us both. You are grieving for your loss. Nivaradros meant more to you than you even admitted to yourself.”

He held up his hand before she could interrupt. “He cared for you,” the Shade told her seriously. “Far more than I think you were willing to see or accept, but no less than you cared for him. I would have kept you away from him had I known this is how it would have ended. Accept your loss as a loss of the heart, and not just a loss of battle. This will destroy you if you do not.” He glanced at Veilantras and the female inclined her head. “And Nivaradros was targeted directly. The arrows we found were magicked enough that they should have instantly killed him, and on top of that, they were poisoned with a foreign substance deadly enough that the poison alone should have killed him. Do not think your presence would have changed things—it would have only been your loss we would have had to accept.”

“And your loss would have been catastrophic,” Veilantras inserted. Her eyes were now a dull grey. “He was a difficult, frustrating, and challenging student, but I still cared for him, Zimliya. I cannot imagine how this is affecting you.”

Well, as she was ready to strangle someone, Z had a feeling they were being a bit too cautious around her. “Honestly you two, I am fine,” she said a bit sharply with a frown. “Now can we please discuss relevant subjects?”

Crilyne glanced at her with the oddest light in his black eyes. “As you wish,” he said with a heavy sigh. His gaze strayed briefly, however, to Veilantras. It was a knowing look, and it made her tempted to strangle him despite the fact she knew it wouldn’t do him any harm. “The Alantaions number about six thousand strong. They showed up about a week or two ago. Not even the Mithane knows precisely who the rallying force behind them was—we suspect one of his Saers. The rest of the kingdom lies in the hands of the usurper—”

“Do they have a name?”

“If you would let me finish, yes,” Crilyne growled. “The usurper is Gaelitseli—I am sure you know of him since you seem to know every damn immortal you have met, seen, or heard about once.”

Z’s eyes narrowed and her frown deepened. “I don’t. I do not know every Alantaion in the world, after all,” she said softly. “But I am willing to believe Gaelitseli is the Alantaion responsible for nearly drowning me in my bath over a year ago, and behind the attempt to blow me and Nivaradros up earlier this year.” She managed not to flinch or close her eyes when she spoke the Dragon’s name, but it was still painful.

Crilyne’s silence was a tense one, and he let it linger for several minutes. “Yes, well, until you see him there is little to go on—or proof to be found. I do,” he added, “agree with your assumption.”

Rolling her eyes, Z sighed and considered what little she now knew about the Alantaions. “That’s almost a third of the army backing their true Mithane. It is not quite the number I would have hoped for, but it isn’t deplorable either.” Biting a lower lip in thought, she shrugged. “The Ryelentions?”

“They seem to be here not for the Islierre, but for their Islierri—who has yet to make an appearance. Apparently, he has been waiting on you.” Crilyne snorted softly to show his irritation over Shalion’s continued absence. “But they still fight for and under the Islierre’s command. They’re the larger of the forces that aren’t native to these lands: ten thousand strong. The Ryelention behind the internal attacks is a female who goes by the name of—”

“Jazeria,” Z finished before the Shade could. At his raised brow, she rolled her eyes. “She’s from an old family line that has constantly contested the Islierre’s hold on his kingdom. Her father, grandfather, great-grandfather, and great-great-grandfather all likewise made attempts. It is rumored her mother and grandmother from her mother’s line also made attempts, but those were never fully proven—or disproven.” Scowling slightly, Z traced a design on the table’s surface. “They are exiled from Court, but naturally still live within the main city. She has a younger sister, Azabell, whom Shalion is quite taken with.”

Veilantras leaned forward with interest. “How taken with her is he?”

“The only reason it is an unknown relationship is because I haven’t been able to address the issue with the Islierre. Azabell is nothing like the rest of her family, and she would be an asset to the kingdom.” Z’s smile was grim. “Despite the rumors there has never been anything going on between me and Shalion.”

“He’s always implied otherwise. And his advances have been both public and forward.”

“He likes the game. He knows it’s outside my comfort realm, and he knows I have absolutely no interest in him that way. He enjoys making me squirm.”

Crilyne chuckled. “That is putting it mildly. The Islierre is—and has always been—rather hopeful to arrange a match between you two. He has constantly approached me since Nivaradros …”

“Died?” Z inserted heartlessly. “Stop circumventing the word, Crilyne. I am not going to collapse into a useless babbling mess because one being I cared about managed to get himself killed.” Yet even as she said it the lump in her throat returned, her lungs tightened painfully, and she had to close her eyes.

“Is that why you keep closing your eyes?” Crilyne wanted to know. He didn’t press her further, and that gave her a small break from his mood. “When will you call him?”

“Shalion?”

“Who else?”

“I don’t feel like playing his games right now. I have a feeling his attempt to get up-close-and-personal would only result in him getting a dagger thrown at him—between his legs.”

Veilantras coughed, loudly. “He makes that much of a move?”

“You have no idea,” she told the female Dragon dryly. “He makes Nivaradros’s … Nivaradros’s moves look harmless and innocent in comparison. Granted he never did it outside of his lands, but still. I am not surprised there is a rumor going around of us possibly being a possibility. To give you an idea, one of his most minor games was to sneak into my rooms through a hidden passage, and then leave very publicly at three in the morning.”

Crilyne was staring at her as if he had never seen her before. She’d kept his interactions with Shalion to a minimum, due to Shalion’s personality, and the Ryelention’s dislike of the Shade. Veilantras, however, was now laughing openly. “And he’s not dead yet?” Crilyne wanted to know.

Z squirmed. “I knew it was his idea of a joke. I happen to like Shalion, he’s fun when he’s not trying to imply there’s something between us. He’s got a surprising number of talents, and he’s extremely reliable for an immortal. He’s also even tempered and open to new ideas and working with others.”

“When did he start playing his games, as you term them?” Z was always amazed at how much could be revealed in the cold blackness that was a Shade’s eyes.

“Does it matter?”

“Yes,” Crilyne said tightly. “It does. You’re extremely lucky Nivaradros never found out—”

“Are you serious? He witnessed at least three of Shalion’s so-called passes. He was amused!”

“… Or maybe not. I am surprised that didn’t upset him.”

“Need I remind you he’s only been—” she caught herself and winced. “—had only been possibly interested in me for about a year.”

“It was far longer than that, Zimliya,” Veilantras corrected quietly. “Believe me. Nivaradros has been seeking me out—and those of other races including your own—for a good seven years now. He was trying to figure out how to approach you, but he quickly learned very little of what he was told or picked up applied to you.”

Z smiled bitterly. “Some of it applies,” she said as she clasped her hands, and put them carefully in her lap. She was tired of the subject coming back to Nivaradros, but even she had done it herself a few times. “Shalion, are you going to stay hidden in the shadows?” she called out suddenly as she felt a light touch on her senses.

There was a dark laugh, and then the young heir slipped out of his shadowland and into the tent. His eyes were pearl with their amusement. Shalion had the ability to be the dark cat, and he moved as though to take a seat at the table with his easy but dangerous-seeming movements. The ironic part? Shalion was probably one of the safest immortals to be around, and he was one of the heirs she trusted most. He was—she admitted to herself—something like a big brother. When he wasn’t pretending to make a pass at her.

“Hello, Zeets,” he greeted easily, before proving he still loved to try to get a reaction from her. He kissed her—full on the mouth—and his lips remained on hers until she pushed him away. Afterwards, he grabbed a chair and swung it around until it was beside her. Sitting down uncomfortably close to her, he swung an arm over her shoulder while Crilyne just stared. “Hello, Shade,” Shalion sneered. It was the first time he had been himself in front of Crilyne, and it was obvious Shalion no longer cared what the Shade thought.

Crilyne’s astonished gaze moved to her. “You tolerate this?”

“On a constant basis, but I will say this is the first time he’s kissed me.” Z glared at Shalion even as she felt herself relax. Nivaradros’s constant pushing had had some effect on her, although she was also used to Shalion, so that probably played a huge part in her acceptance as well. His teasing was irritating and discomforting, and yet it was also amusing and reassuring. Someone wasn’t walking on eggshells around her.

“You are a fairly good kisser by the way, when you get over your original shock,” Shalion said nonchalantly. He glanced at Veilantras and raised a blue-black and white brow. “Hello, Dragoness.”

“Ryelention,” Veilantras said coolly. “Have you kept yourself apprised of the situations that have occurred here?”

“Not many of them—just enough to know Zimliya wasn’t here.”

“And you required her to be here before you took up your responsibilities?”

“No, but my father and I don’t always see eye to eye, so I avoid him when possible. Plus, with the internal attacks on our kingdom, I figured it was best I kept out of sight. The men here are mine; I asked them to come. They will not listen to my father when I am present, and he is still the Islierre. To avoid making a dispute arise, I thought it would be prudent if I remained afar until Zimliya returned; both of us are slightly scared of her so he would be less likely to kill me when she is present. Not that I’m supposed to say the last aloud.”

Crilyne snorted. “Wise,” he said coolly. “The last part, not the rest of it. We could have used a mage of the shadows who cares for those not of his own kind.” He held the Ryelention’s gaze. “You noticed Zimliya’s immortality?”

“Naturally. It makes her even more striking. If I wasn’t already involved with someone else I would seriously reconsider my earlier decision to let her be.” Shalion offered her a slight smile while she ignored his jest. “But I didn’t hear how it came about, or what drove it to be necessary.”

“I was dying,” she told him softly. “Nivaradros was trying his hardest to keep me alive, but it wasn’t working; nothing he came up with held for long.”

Shalion’s brow rose sharply again. “Nivaradros? Really?” He didn’t look surprised, and Z detected a hint of approval. “He finally moved to actively working with you?—I mean I know he was with us when we created the barrier around Tenia, but he’s still around?”

It hurt, but it wasn’t Shalion’s fault. Z winced as Crilyne hissed and Veilantras growled. “He doesn’t know!” she snapped at them. Shalion straightened abruptly, and his eyes flashed with concern. “It’s fine,” she told him quietly. “But Nivaradros is dead.”

Shalion withdrew his arm immediately from her. “Dead?” he whispered in astonishment. “Impossible.” Closing his eyes to shield her from their intense and furious orange, the Ryelention hissed softly. “Oh, Z, I had no idea. I am so, so sorry.”

She blinked. “What?”

“I’m not as slow as you think,” was the immortal’s dry reply. But he sobered a moment later. “He claimed you, didn’t he?” She nodded slowly after a pause. “Damn it to hells, I am going to kill him!” Shalion snarled.

“He is,” Veilantras inserted coldly, “already dead.”

“I’m referring to my father,” Shalion retorted with a whisper that was a slap. His eyes opened and made orange look like a peaceful color. “He never so much as implied anything had happened here outside of the normal fatalities that a war will bring. If I had known—” His hand closed into a fist. “Z, I’m so, so sorry.”

That was the second time he had said that to her. She knew he meant it, but it just sounded so wrong. “It’s alright, Shalion,” she told him softly. “You’re here now; between the two of us we’ll bring this war to an end and move to reclaiming the kingdoms that have been taken from within back one at a time—starting with yours.”

“Why mine first?” Shalion demanded sharply.

“Because it’s the furthest away from my home,” she replied softly.

Veilantras’s eyes moved to hers. “And where is that?”

“Nivaradros’s lair—it’s mine,” she warned the Dragon coldly. “And anyone who wants it gets to go through me first.”

“I wouldn’t dream of attempting to take it from you,” Veilantras assured her hastily. “Nor is it likely anyone else will, but, Z, why?”

“He claimed me,” she answered after a long pause. “And I claimed him.” Shalion’s sharp inhalation almost caused her to stop. “I’m not letting someone else defile it.”

“I’d like details—all of them,” Shalion said when Z fell silent and no one had added anything for some time. “Z?”

“I’m still waiting on most of them,” she said quietly. “Today’s my first day—” she glanced up at the see-through roof on the tent and grimaced. “Never mind, second,” she corrected. Closing her eyes briefly, she rubbed her temples. “Who all is here?” she asked Crilyne finally.

He hesitated. “Zimliya, perhaps we should speak of this later—”

“After we get attacked again?”

“After you take some time to yourself, or perhaps I should say, some personal time,” he replied slowly as he glanced at Shalion.

The Ryelention crossed his arms. “There is nothing between us, Shade,” he said coldly. “Zimliya made it utterly clear that nothing would happen between us. And, as I keep saying,” he continued with exasperation heavy in his tone, “I am already in a relationship, once Z has time to get the facts to my father.”

“I’d rather not add anything else into the mix until the wars—or at least this battle—are over,” she told him with care.

He nodded absently, but his attention wasn’t on her. “If you two don’t plan to do anything useful, why don’t you excuse yourself from this pavilion. Your presence is no longer required.” Shalion stood and grabbed her hand to pull her up with him.

She allowed it because he had a point; if Crilyne and Veilantras intended to be closed mouthed about things then she could spend her time in more constructive ways. Putting up with Shalion had an added bonus as well; his constant sly and intrusive touches towards her were irritating the Dragon and the Shade.

There was also—when she was willing to admit it—a part of her that felt Shalion’s improper attention was something she needed to accept or at least grow somewhat used to. Plus, Shalion was harmless, or as harmless as any immortal ever was to anything else breathing, and she suspected Nivaradros’s sudden changes weren’t just a result of speaking and working with Veilantras. Shalion implied Nivaradros had spoken to him often, and she was settled enough—despite what the damn Shade said—to want to learn what she could.

Crilyne’s eyes glittered in silent rage. “Zimliya?”

“He’s not going to harm me, Crilyne, you should know that by now,” she sighed. “And honestly, he’s right,” she added stiffly. “If you intend to let me fight, I have to know things. Whether you want me on the battlefield or not, that is where I will be—with or without your help.”

Veilantras grimaced. “It’s not that we don’t want your aid, Z,” she told her quietly. “It’s more of the fact that you’re handling this well—too well for most people—and we don’t want to overburden you.”

She’d noticed. “Veilantras, I’m fine,” she repeated for what felt like the millionth time. “Or I will be.” Glancing sidelong at Shalion, she frowned. She wanted to know just what the Ryelention knew about Nivaradros. “Crilyne, Veilantras—you are both dismissed,” she said without thinking, but she heard a tone of authority in her voice that neither the Shade nor the Dragon was used to. Both, however, responded instantly to it.

The Shade had to give her a small amount of sarcasm. Bowing low to her as he rose, he glanced once at the Ryelention. “Remember, tents have thin walls,” he informed her helpfully.

“Oh. My. Thanks,” she snarled at him in shock, knowing she was probably red with both anger and utter embarrassment. “Out, Crilyne!” A chuckle was what he ended up leaving her with.

“He’s in a wonderful mood,” Shalion observed with a dark smile once they were safely alone. He finally released her hand and moved to stand on the opposite side of the tent. “Sorry about that, by the way,” he added absently.

“Sure, you are,” she retorted with a roll of her eyes. “I know you too well.”

“You probably do. Your Dragon has—had—a nice taste in décor.” Shalion’s eyes moved easily over the very, very richly decorated area.

There was the very expensive wooden table they were seated at, with its unblemished and obviously immortal-made matching fifteen chairs, the dark leather couches—three of them—with cushions Z could tell from here were filled with only the finest of materials. The couches were also immortal-made, new, and would probably cost a wealthy human merchant a ten year salary to buy, and that would only be the cost of one of them. The floors exposed no dirt or material—and were covered in rugs that Z knew came directly from Istuion. Again, very, very expensive taste. There was a ‘small’ desk—small meaning only six people could comfortably be around it—that was littered with maps, messages, and other bits of information Z hadn’t had a chance to pick through. She had a feeling Nivaradros had raided the Shade’s tent to get them.

There was also a clear ‘living area’ in the vast space of the pavilion. She had a feeling Nivaradros had probably driven everyone up the wall acquiring everything he had decided was necessary—necessary, she knew, in his mind for her. He had obviously intended to fetch her from Midestol at some point, and it was one of the reasons entering here had been so damn hard.

There was a wardrobe that was big enough to hide several people in that Z knew was hand-crafted by the Kalrye Killsti, of all beings, directly. As the Kalrye had hated Nivaradros, she didn’t even want to know how it was possible. It also matched the bed. And it was a bed. Nivaradros apparently had grown impatient with her cot in the Shade’s tent. The bed was carved with enough animation that Z wanted to head over to throttle the Kalrye. The only small bonus to the bed was the lack of a canopy, but Z saw telltale scorch marks and knew the Dragon had solved that problem himself.

A small circle for preparing food was dead center between the bed and the wardrobe, and Z noticed a curtain—a very deep green and heavy curtain—strung up in a circle in the furthest corner of the living area. Investigating since she wasn’t worried about losing herself to anything at this moment, she found Nivaradros had learned that most of the encampment would share baths; apparently, he didn’t like that idea either. A three foot tall, four foot wide tub was hidden behind the curtain—which took up about twenty feet of space Z had noticed once she had gotten curious enough to see what it was hiding—and it was, again, something immortally crafted and very expensive.

“Obviously the Dragon was far wealthier than he let some of us believe,” Shalion remarked quietly from behind her.

She had been so caught up in her thoughts, she hadn’t heard his approach or sensed his presence; she jumped slightly. “He was,” Z said thickly, turning away. Shalion grabbed her upper left arm to prevent her from avoiding him.

“Hold.” Pearl eyes edged back towards orange. “You were doing fine, what did I say wrong?”

“Nothing, I’m just a stupid mortal—”

“Not stupid, and mortal no longer applies,” Shalion interrupted coolly.

“Foolish and human then,” she snapped. Jerking her arm out of his grip, she stepped around him as he tried to block her in. At one time, he would have been easily able to accomplish it—it was a painful reminder of just what she had gained when she had gotten her immortality.

His eyes were now a very, very light orange. “Z,” he said dangerously. “You cannot chase me out like you managed to do with the Dragon and the Shade. We have to talk.”

“Yes,” she agreed. “But without contact tonight, Shalion, I can’t handle much more of it.”

“Honesty?”

“Of course, I am a Ranger still.” She closed her eyes as she inhaled and forced them open as she exhaled. “Shalion—”

“The Dragon approached me two years ago,” the Ryelention began as he moved around her and took a spot on one of the couches. He gestured for her to sit across from him in the second couch, and Z felt a hint of relief at his silent agreement to her request. “Between the interactions he had personally with you alone, seen you have with me, and watched you have with others, Nivaradros was very curious to find out more about you without having to ask you. He also didn’t want to attract too much attention while he learned what he desired to about you.”

“Nivaradros went to you to learn about me?”

Shalion laughed at the expression that must have been on her face. “Yes, Zimliya, he did,” the Ryelention said delightedly. “And if you ask very nicely and promise not to get angry with the answers, I might even tell you just what he wanted to know.”


Chapter 23

There were definitely times Z regretted meeting and working with immortals. Giving Shalion a very dark look, she moved from her couch to Nivaradros’s desk. She knew very little about the war and what had occurred in her absence, and she needed to get caught up so she could assist her allies. Now would be the perfect time. Had she been allowed to participate sooner, would their losses have been as high? Would Nivaradros still be alive? Furious over her thoughts, she picked up several important-looking papers and sat down at the table before she glanced at Shalion.

“You coming?”

“The couch is much more comfortable,” he told her mildly. Flashing her an innocent smile, he hand-signaled her to go to hell, and she laughed softly before going through the paperwork she had grabbed.

“Shalion, come take a look at this,” she called as her eye was caught by a report Nivaradros had had in his possession. Something in her voice told the Ryelention she was being serious, and she felt him behind her seconds later, despite all of her efforts to sense his approach. He was a being of the shadows after all.

His hand rested atop hers briefly, before pushing hers aside to take the paper from the table. She heard his intake of breath before he slammed the paper down on the table, spun away from her, and began cursing in fifteen languages. Since she wanted to do the same, she let him vent for several minutes before holding up a hand. He stopped his pacing and his cursing at once, returning to her side as though nothing had happened.

“We can do nothing now,” she told him. He was, even now, testing her, but she was in control enough to take it. “At least now I know why and who targeted Nivaradros. He is not the ally I would have expected to betray me.” Closing her eyes for a second, she wondered if she could still trust Dyiavea.

“You never suspected Midestol?”

“No, he told me it wasn’t him—and yes, Shalion, I believed him. He had too much to lose to kill Nivaradros. I did not, however, expect this. It explains a lot.” She closed her eyes and leaned against Shalion without thinking. He didn’t help; he accepted her weight with ease and placed his arms around her.

“We’ll make sure he finds his way to a very long and painful death,” he promised her softly. “I know some tricks, but you’re a master, and the Thinyen’s actions cannot be dismissed.”

She managed a smile. “I knew I should have been here sooner,” she whispered bitterly. “Damn it, Shalion—this is my fault.” Opening her eyes, she glanced up at him.

“It is not.”

“It is!” she insisted angrily. “Perhaps you should go,” she added as she pulled away from him—shocked to find out she had managed to forget she was leaning against him. When he once again refused to depart, she surrendered instead. “Tell me about Nivaradros,” she asked of him as she found a seat far from him at the table.

Shalion’s brow rose, but he shrugged and took a seat—sliding the papers she had grabbed earlier back towards her. “What do you want to know?” he drawled innocently.

“You said he came to you two years ago?”

“That’s a bit of an understatement—it was closer to three,” Shalion admitted as he watched her. “It was right after you and I had finished yet another scuffle with some of the stupid human bandits that try to take up by our lands every so often.”

Z blinked, recalling the event he was speaking of. “And Nivaradros showed up at the end in time to see you once again thoroughly embarrass me in front of some of your friends.”

Shalion smiled and inclined his head. “You left soon after he did, but he came back a few days later. He had questions of all things, and he took his time to set up for a meeting—he waited until I was on my own.”

“He was in his lesser form?”

“No, of course not,” Shalion scoffed. “Which is why it took him a while to return, though I have my suspicions he was living in the forest until he caught up with me.” Shalion’s smile turned dark. “I was cautious when he approached me, but while he was evasive with what he was after at that time, he did ask questions. Mostly about humans in general, and how fragile they are.” A slightly sheepish look touched the immortal’s eyes. “We … um … experimented on the fragility of humans since he was curious on what they could and could not survive for any length of time, and he could not really do much that way on his own. He needed someone with hands.”

She sighed, shook her head slightly, but resigned herself to the fact that she should have suspected they would have gotten involved in something like that. “How many humans did you kill with your experimenting?”

“A small number—a hundred,” Shalion said dismissively.

Snorting softly, Z raised a brow at Shalion’s words. Had it been a race of immortals that number would have been considered a massacre—because it was humans however, it was a small number. Considering herself raised more by the immortals than any one mortal race—including the Rangers—Z was beyond used to the immortal outlook on the races with a lifespan, and she had learned to ignore some of the treatment the immortals dealt out to the races with lifespans. At least in their own kingdoms. She did clamp down on random attacks outside of immortal lands.

“Well, at least now I know why the Dragon turned into being so damn protective,” she muttered under her breath.

“Sorry about that,” Shalion said with a disarming smile. “But since you’re still alive and here—and an immortal as well—I am not going to hold it against him.” He watched her momentarily. “After the couple months Nivaradros spent getting to know just how fragile your race was he disappeared for half a year before returning. This time,” the immortal heir added softly, “he was in his lesser form. And irritated about it. He must have been twitching for the first two weeks straight, but he told me that he was tired of not being able to safely touch you. I believe he had started to realize everyone else had the ability to touch, carry, and help you while he was vastly limited. Anything he did would possibly maim or kill you outright.”

A thoughtful expression touched Shalion’s features. Z was surprised at the expressions she was being allowed to see. Like most immortals, Ryelentions were adapt at the blank expressions no matter what the occasion, and as an Heir, Shalion was even more adept than most.

“He wanted, this time, to know why you would allow me to touch you—whenever and however I seemed to want—when you would attack anyone else who got within a foot of you. It was then I really began to wonder what he was after.” Shalion glanced at the rings on his hand and twisted one of them around. It wasn’t an idle movement; an image appeared above the table.

It was a fragment of memory, and not from any one perspective, but it was an offering Shalion was giving her freely. Touching the image to activate it since this was a protected one, she watched with surprise as Nivaradros appeared in lesser form—and as Shalion had said he seemed to have a bad case of twitches—and Z watched in amazement as Nivaradros bowed to Shalion before beginning to question him.

His questions surprised her. They were well thought out, and Z could see Nivaradros was trying to gain as much information for free as he could. Shalion, however, clearly wasn’t buying it.

“Enough,” Shalion’s voice rang out icily. “Nivaradros, what do you seek from her?”

“It is none of your concern,” Nivaradros growled in reply.

“It’s none of my concern? Really? Do explain how the possibility of you destroying Zimliya when she is the only thing tentatively holding the Alliance together, and is a friend of mine—though she will not call me hers—is not my concern?”

Nivaradros seemed to weigh the Ryelention’s words. “I have no intention of harming her,” he said finally.

“Somehow I find that hard to believe.” Shalion crossed his arms and eyed the Dragon with cold orange eyes. “Tell me what you seek, Dragon—and if I detect a hint of a lie I will kill you myself.”

Nivaradros laughed coldly. “You couldn’t survive a fight against me, nor could you win.”

“Then I will die, but Z will never speak with you again. I would win either way.”

The bright green of the Dragon’s eyes got all that much brighter. “As you wish then,” Nivaradros growled. “I wish to gain her trust.”

“She doesn’t trust,” Shalion told him flatly. “Why?”

“I want something from her, obviously,” Nivaradros replied calmly.

“… you intend to claim her?”

“Would she allow it, or should I ask if you would?” the Dragon demanded sarcastically.

Shalion froze. “You intend to claim her?!”

“Oh, don’t look so surprised!” Nivaradros snapped. “Have you sensed her power? She is quite the match on the battlefield. If I can maneuver around her quirks and her mortality, there shouldn’t be too much of a problem—other than the mortality,” Nivaradros said as he grimaced with disgust.

“You’ll break her,” Shalion insisted flatly. “Nivaradros, you cannot. You will destroy her.”

“Ryelention, you manage to do quite a lot without her having a breakdown,” Nivaradros argued.

“Because she knows I am not going to follow it up with anything! If you claim her—she knows the word, Nivaradros—you will send her straight into a panic!” Shalion’s hands inched to his sword.

“Hence why I came here. Believe me when I say I don’t wish to harm her, but I do want her, and claiming her is the only way to have her.”

Shalion shook his head. “Warlord, you cannot.”

“Oh, so you intend to take her instead?”

“There is no ‘take’ with Zimliya. She is who she is. Besides which, I have someone else I am playing for.” Shalion watched the Dragon intently.

“You wanted her once,” Nivaradros breathed in surprise.

“I am fairly certain all of us male ‘heirs’—as she calls us—want or wanted her, but yes, Nivaradros, I did. I would still take her if she offered, but only if she offered and offered it honestly. Warlord, I will ask it of you since I cannot win a fight against you; do not approach her.”

The Dragon snorted smoke. “I can’t agree to that. Your only option is to help me keep her from having a problem.”

Shalion grimaced. “You don’t get it—she is not as whole as you seem to think. Something happened in Tenia, Nivaradros; something bad. It scars her, and it’s the reason none of us can safely touch her.”

“You can.”

“Notice I have never made the attempt to go further than touch, and yes, I can do that much, because she knows there is nothing following it.”

Nivaradros snorted smoke again. “She will have to accept more than that at some point, and soon. She gave up forty years for the Shades.”

“That is a bad way to look at it—push her and you will make things worse.”

“Then what would you advise, other than backing off?”

Hesitation—one that was noticed and marked. “Speak with the Mithane—”

“Oh, that would go over well,” Nivaradros retorted sarcastically, breathing a little fire on the end of the final word.

“Then speak with the Shade, Crilyne.”

“He’s possibly worse, why?”

“Because not even I know what happened to her, and those two do. If you intend to continue this very, very foolish path you need knowledge I cannot give you; they can.”

Nivaradros exhaled with a hiss. “Is it entirely necessary?”

“Yes,” Shalion replied quietly. “Warlord, she has many scars, and I am not referring to her physical ones.”

“So, you have seen her undressed?”

“I am fairly certain everyone has seen her naked at one point—yourself included—but if we must state the given: yes, I have seen her unclothed. With her regard towards modesty, since she is a Warrior, it should come as no surprise.”

“Point,” the Dragon muttered darkly before his eyes narrowed. “Did I do that correctly?”

“Yes—I am quite surprised you managed,” Shalion added. His eyes closed. “If she does allow you to claim her, Warlord, what will you do to her?”

“Nothing,” Nivaradros growled. “I am not going to eat her, Ryelention.”

“But you won’t do nothing either,” Shalion pointed out. “I said no lying, Dragon.”

Nivaradros snorted. “Alright. I intend to maneuver her into a position of power; high power. She hides in the shadows like a minor influencing factor when she is in fact critical to the survival of all the worlds. I intend to make her step up, Shalion. I will protect her as well.”

“I cannot see you protecting her,” Shalion admitted softly. “Especially not with what you plan to attempt. Will you not let it go?”

“No.”

Shalion closed his eyes. “Alright,” he agreed at long last. “I will help you where I can, but Nivaradros, if you do anything to harm her—”

“I will lose her one way or another, yes, you have made that very clear.” The Dragon had adopted a bored tone, though his eyes stayed pretty neon. “So, what do I need to learn then?”

“Other than how to get along with other breathing beings?” Shalion muttered.

“You are not dead yet, but you might be if you keep pushing me,” Nivaradros warned coolly.

“You need to learn how to approach her without setting off all of her built-in alarms. You also need to rein in your temper; she’s always tolerated yours to a point, but I know it affects her. Being in your lesser form is also something you should get used to; she doesn’t mind you as a Dragon, but in order to get close to her you will have to be in a similar form. Plus, as you said earlier, it will allow you to touch her—provided she doesn’t stab you when you make your attempt.”

“What would you suggest?”

“That you should expect to get stabbed, often. If you don’t react, she’ll relax. If you do react she will continue to attack you.”

“I caught that a while back,” Nivaradros muttered darkly. “How many times has she stabbed you?”

“She’s only stabbed me once, but both of us understand the game now. She knows damn well I have no intentions of harming her, no intentions of trying to get anywhere with her unless it’s her idea, and she knows I am playing a game where the slightest reaction on her end means she’s lost.”

“I don’t play games of that type.”

“She wouldn’t play it with you regardless. Your best shot is to be yourself, but rein in your temper, and refrain from trying to claim her too soon. She’s skittish, Nivaradros—don’t push her too hard too fast, or you will lose her forever.”

“That would be—” Nivaradros didn’t even finish the sentence. “Would she accept an invitation to my lair?”

“Doubtful. She’s uncomfortable in anything that could have the term ‘castle’ or ‘palace’ attached to it. Your lair probably counts as well. We spent six months getting her to come inside my home; the Mithane spent the better part of two years getting her inside his. She has some sort of problem with buildings of the powerful.”

“She has been through a part of my lair before.”

“Oh?”

“She borrowed my portal.”

“That doesn’t count. How much of your lair did she see, anyways?”

“Just that room.”

“Then it definitely doesn’t count. I wouldn’t even mention the word ‘lair’ within her hearing.”

“She seems to be a lot more delicate than I recall,” Nivaradros remarked icily.

“She can take a beating—physically—that no one else can. But she’s mentally skittish, Nivaradros. You have to fight her internal demons; I don’t think you can.”

“And you can?”

“No, that is another reason I haven’t tried to go any further in our relationship. Her demons are too powerful for me to master.” Shalion frowned. “And, right now, the current common belief is she will end up with Shevieck.”

“That weakling? He is a walking death-sentence for everything around him; he’s nearly gotten her killed how many times?”

“But his father is the Mithane, and Z is close to him despite what she acknowledges openly. It is a viewpoint many of us share, that she will end up with Shevieck.”

“Over my dead body,” Nivaradros snapped.

“I never said I approved of it—just that it is the common viewpoint.”

“Who do you want her with?”

“To be honest? You. I won’t be able to master her demons, but you may be.”

Nivaradros’s brow rose sharply, and suspiciously. “Me?”

“Despite all your threats and your horrendous temper, she does seem to like you—magic knows why. You are also extremely powerful, and you’re used to being on the outside, which is something she is also used to. And with all the time you’ve spent here, I am willing to consider your angle. I have a feeling she’ll accept you if you don’t push your luck.”

Snorting smoke again, the Dragon glared at Shalion for a minute, and then inclined his head. “Tell me how not to push my luck with her.”

“I already have.”

“If you had told me everything you wouldn’t be concerned.”

Shalion smiled. “Very good. Alright, come with me, and I will show you a few things you will probably need to know.”

The image faded before Z could find out just what Shalion had showed Nivaradros, but she glanced over at him gratefully as he slowly placed his hands palm down on the table for a moment. Closing her eyes, she heard him get up and approach, but the finger that touched her face caused her to start slightly.

Opening her eyes in time to see the water pooled above the skin on his finger, Z’s own hands went to her face. She had, apparently and embarrassingly, been crying. Her disgust must have shown on her face. Shalion smiled.

“Don’t,” he advised. “It is something I haven’t seen you display before, and it tells me much. Don’t hide it, Z. I am not going to hold this against you or use it against you. I am not, as you have so often reminded me, my father.”

He gave her one more small gift. Twisting the ring on his hand again, he offered her another memory—another one of the Dragonlord. She watched as it formed, and then stared in amazement as it froze to reveal Nivaradros approaching and Shalion awaiting him.

“How long ago was this?”

“After you fled the battlefield, right before you showed up again, as you will see,” he told her softly, knowing she would know when he referred to. He reached up again and activated the images without another word and Z leaned forward without thinking to watch.

“Any word?” Nivaradros demanded curtly as he roughly shoved a tree out of his way with his head. Wings curled tightly against his back didn’t mean much since the trees here grew close together, and when the Dragon clearly felt pinched, he slammed his weight against a tree once more, and then snorted as the trunk snapped. Not that the trunks of these trees were large in diameter; they were only four feet across.

“Nothing,” Shalion replied evenly, before he raised a brow as the Dragon ruined yet another tree. “You could always shift to your lesser form, and not alert your presence to everyone within a ten mile radius.”

“I’m not fond of that form,” Nivaradros growled, but he did shift. It said much about his stance on Shalion; he wasn’t willing to anger the Ryelention completely.

“Thank you. Now, according to all the channels, there is still no word. Crilyne’s belief is that she’ll hole up in her original house with the Rangers, and he’s gone there in case he’s right. As it’s him, he probably is. He knows her unspeakably more than most of us could ever hope to.” There was a hint of anger and bitterness in the Ryelention heir’s tone.

“He’s been her annoyingly undead shadow for how many years now? Ten? Eleven? Twelve?”

“Closer to fourteen, I believe, but yes, you’re correct, Nivaradros. He does have the advantage of years on most of us.”

“I wish I could kill him—damn the Shades and their inability to be killed.” Nivaradros’s eyes blazed dangerously.

“That would probably not help you make your attempt to win her over,” Shalion observed sarcastically. “She is attached to him. If she tolerates much from me because she knows I won’t follow it up with anything, she is equally or more-so tolerant of him for the same reason.”

“I really don’t want to deal with him. I assume the rest of the Shades are like-wise waiting for her in places they assume she could show up?”

“Yes, but those places are less likely. After Crilyne, I think her second most likely destination would be Arriandie. It depends on how badly wounded she is.”

“I would say critically, fatally had it been any other mortal who had gotten hit. The bastard ran her through.”

Shalion grimaced. “Who was it?”

Nivaradros’s silence was thunderous. “You would let me know if someone said she had returned?”

“I said I would. I have my own reasons for wanting to help you now, Nivaradros. Besides which, if she was that badly injured, she is bound to be in near the same condition; she’s not one for taking care of herself after all.” A flash of power suddenly ran across three of Shalion’s rings. “She’s back,” Shalion whispered quietly. “Nivaradros…”

“Where?”

“The Rangers in Anhrin—Crilyne has her.”

“Lovely.”

“He has forbidden anyone from coming.”

“He has no control over me, Ryelention.”

Shalion’s eyes were closed as he concentrated on a message that had undoubtedly been sent from his father. “She’s badly wounded, Nivaradros—very badly wounded. It appears Crilyne is worried about her surviving.”

“He always is. If she is badly injured though then someone else should be there. The Shade caves whenever she is in a mood.” Nivaradros shook himself. “Where is she?”

A hesitation marked Shalion’s reluctance, but he finally sighed and began to explain where the Shade—and more importantly she—could be found. “Remember, Nivaradros, tread with care around her.”

Nivaradros didn’t reply. Instead he vanished into the shadows that were growing as the moon began to fall from the highest point of the sky.

“You sent him to me,” Z murmured. “I always wondered how he managed to find out where I was.”

“I had my doubts on whether or not it was wise,” Shalion admitted as the image once again dissolved. “But since you are alive, well enough, and immortal, I will say it seems to have been the right choice.”

“He was such a bully,” Z said with a thin smile. “Crilyne was livid, but I was impressed. Nivaradros’s temper was normally exposed in threats against my survival. Then it seemed to shift to show during his attempt to keep me alive.” Recalling their argument over food, she shook her head. “He put skylights in my room though,” she said with a scowl. “I’m not going to forgive him for that one.”

Shalion chuckled. “I heard about that. I believe you can blame Veilantras for that one. Apparently, he learned rudimentary skills to care for an injured mortal from her, and he thought you weren’t getting enough fresh air.”

“I wasn’t, but that doesn’t mean he can just make skylights any time he pleases … pleased.” Her eyes closed again.

“You miss him.”

“Immensely. If I had known this was going to be the end result, I would have never given him a title, and I would have kept him at an arm’s length.” Opening her eyes, Z focused on the task at hand again—hating the fact her attention was so split. Grabbing the nearest map, she grimaced at what she saw. “I hope Zyrhis evacuated his people from Istuion back to the stronghold.”

For some reason—which she would discuss with him at some point—Zyrhis had surrounded Istuion with the armies he had managed to gather to protect his lands. It was both brilliant and utterly foolish—Z felt the latter was the larger of the two—and Z knew at once why Nivaradros was here. Most of the fighting would be on the plains instead of in the thick of the forest; the Dragons had been able to fly.

Picking up several rolled scrolls, Z glanced at the names. She had a small detachment of Syallibions, the Ryelentions, the Alantaions, Veilantras, Crilyne, herself, the Mithane, the Islierre, Shalion, and two other Dragons. Young Dragons. Dragons who probably would hate her existence, immortality or no. It was, thankfully, a small group to look after. Sixteen thousand five hundred, if she didn’t include the eight extras. She also knew the Syallibions who were here personally and had worked with the squads often. She had a solid group of fighters to work with, and it was a large weight that was taken from her chest when she saw just who was here.

The Thinyen and his forces were stationed just to the west of her group. He had another small group of Syallibions, a detachment of Rangers, a fairly large group of humans, and a Shade—Aysherino. To the east of her was another group of fighters; the Nialtians—with Misteki at their head, which surprised her since he no longer had any heirs—led that section of the army. With them fought the Vyenrians, the Satyelians, a small unit of Rangers, and the Hlyanstans. To the north of her was the largest part of the army. Zyrhis had the majority of his people, Vryrnis—the third of the eight Shades to retain his power—a small detachment of warriors from each the Barrins, the Alonins, and the Nernlis, as well as warriors from both Lynxian kingdoms, a force from the second Satyelian kingdom, and then another detachment of Rangers.

The remaining races hadn’t been able to send aid, but it didn’t matter; Midestol’s forces were facing roughly half a million warriors, and it was only a fraction of what could be put on the field if all the mortal races really decided to get involved. There was one notable absence that did make a difference: the Tezéracians hadn’t offered to send aid, and they could have. An old anger began to surface within her, and Z forced it down with effort. After everything all of them had gone through to save that miserable branch of humans from total annihilation, the least the Tezéracians could have done was send a small unit to battle. She would have to speak with the Mithane, and soon, about how they would respond to the Tezéracians’ refusal to send aid again.

She felt Shalion move to stand close to her again and sighed. “Yes?”

“What are we going to do about the latest problem?” he demanded softly in her ear.

“Nothing.”

“Nothing?”

“Not until he makes his move.”


Chapter 24

Shalion turned out to be the greatest help to her for the next two weeks. Still wanting to avoid his father as much as possible, he stayed with her in the world’s largest tent, and made sure she was left alone when she wanted it. She found she could bounce ideas off of him without worrying about them becoming part of the camp’s wild and unstoppable gossip lines, and his company was much more positive than Crilyne’s or Veilantras’s. Those two had taken to adopting a stricken look whenever she stepped out of her tent, and it had gotten bad enough that it was now all she could do not to hit them.

And she did miss Nivaradros. His sarcasm, his temper, his loyalty on the battlefield, his skill, and just him. It was definitely a problem, but it was one she could not allow to get in her way. Shalion, again, helped here. Like the Dragon had been at the last, Shalion constantly touched her. Her shoulder when he wanted her attention, the side of her face when he thought she was thinking too deeply into a painful topic, and her lips he touched with a finger when he wanted her to stop speaking. The latter she wasn’t as fond of—granted she struggled through all of his contact—but Shalion seemed to have some sort of agenda that she couldn’t figure out. He was still waiting for her to speak to his father about Azabell, so she had no idea what he was trying to accomplish by his constant and mostly unwanted attention.

Even that, however, was preferred to the looks she got from the rest of the encampment, or from her fellow leaders during meetings in Istuion’s actual war room. The single highlight of those meetings was the fact they had discovered Shevieck had apparently managed to offend the tree at one time here as well; it tended to eat him. But since Zyrhis had handed over control of his kingdom completely to Z in front of the gathered rulers and heirs, it was also an irritation. She had to rescue Shevieck whenever he became a snack. Shalion’s eyes had also shaded into a color she couldn’t identify when he had discovered she now technically ruled the Syallibions, but for whatever reason the Syallibions as a whole seemed to think her ruling them was a good thing.

She stayed with her Alantaions, Ryelentions, the three Dragons, the Shade, Shalion, the Mithane, and the Islierre. The small group of Syallibions she had had to relocate; she got tired of the stares. Shalion, however, hadn’t. He had teased her relentlessly for the better part of a week and a half about the small groups of Syallibions who had stayed outside her tent when they could and just waited for her to exit. They would then bombard her with questions until something else happened—like the enemy attacking—that forced them to go about their business. After eight long days, Z had reassigned them to Misteki’s force with a small amount of relief settling over her once they had made it safely there.

Midestol, strangely enough, seemed to have lost interest in the battle starting about five days prior. His forces still attacked in number, and they were still killed in number, but it seemed to be more of a constant annoyance than an actual threat. The Dark Mage himself was rarely seen on the field, and he had made no effort to try to defeat her forces—she was baffled over his actions.

The creatures, however, were attacking in groups of twenty to fifty, and they were organized groups capable of changing their attacks during the battle. They became the bigger threat. Z had lost fifteen of her fighters in the past fourteen days to them, but her losses were decidedly the smallest; most other groups were looking at up to a thousand lives lost in the last couple of weeks.

But they knew how to fight them now: arrows magicked heavily to pierce the thick hide of the creatures, and then special swords that were both magicked and poisoned. Kyi’rinn worked as well, but very few people wanted her close to the creatures. She had been given the task of healing when she could, and she was willing to. Healing for her was still a struggle, she doubted it would ever come easily or without significant cost to her, and Shalion had finally had to drag her from the tent—well, pavilion—dedicated to the wounded after she both almost collapsed from exhaustion and nearly gotten herself poisoned when her magic had backfired. Now, unless they were absolutely certain she was needed, Z was banned from the healing center; Shalion had apparently gotten his point across quite verbally and colorfully over a four hour argument with the Mithane the previous evening.

It was something else she owed him for. Sighing as she glanced over at Shalion’s closed eyes, Z shook herself mentally and moved to get up. She didn’t get far before Shalion’s hand grabbed her forearm and tightened.

“Not so fast,” he told her quietly as she glanced over at him.

She had stopped attempting to harm him for grabbing her—or touching her in any manner, if she was being honest—after the ninth day. Well, attempting to harm him or throw him through the fabric walls that made up their ‘home.’ Thankfully, she’d only thrown him twice. Unfortunately, she had literally thrown him out of the tent—the fabric having helpfully dispersed to allow Shalion free access to the ground outside—so she had been forced to handle the jokes that had sprung up around the encampment as a result. Apparently Shalion was slightly more difficult to share the bed with than the Dragon. She had never, after all, attempted to throw Nivaradros through a wall, granted he did weigh a lot more than Shalion.

She’d asked him after the second flying lesson if he wanted her to sleep on the floor. His stony look had been enough of an answer, but when she had asked him why he was bothering at all his answer had unsettled her. ‘The Dragon asked me to’ wasn’t something she had expected or wanted to hear. She was both curious and worried about what had happened between the Ryelention and the Dragon that had made Shalion promise to do something with her—she still didn’t quite know what he was after. She didn’t want to know either. She put up with it as best she could, and she did have to admit she was growing more and more okay with the slightest bit of contact.

Like now. He still hadn’t moved his hand. “Shalion,” she said as she glowered at him.

“You healed at least two Ryelentions who ran up against those vile bear-creatures, or, shall I say, you healed two while I was present, I have no idea how many you healed before I was summoned. You weren’t in the greatest of shape by the time someone decided it might be a good idea to come and get me. I had to carry you back here. You may not recall this, but you were very, very weak. Until a call to arms comes, you should rest.” When she opened her mouth to protest, his grip tightened. “Your arms are shaking,” he told her curtly.

He was right. She glanced down at her arms and noticed there was a distinct tremble to them. Her hands were more obvious, but he had a grip on her arm still, so it was likely he had felt the shaking through his hold rather than having seen it. Then again, he was an immortal; it was probably both.

“I’m not that bad off,” she tried to argue.

“Other than the shaking, the sheet white color your skin has decided to attempt to make fashionable, and the dark circles under your eyes,” Shalion remarked in a sarcastically agreeable tone. “Z, come, rest, you’ve been fighting like a possessed person for the past two weeks. This is the first time you’ve managed to sleep. You’ve lost weight. You’ve been injured, though I will give you both were fairly minor for you. And you’ve used magic. Both in battle and in healing. You are exhausted. Quit pushing yourself. Until the horns sound for the next bout with one of the enemies’ forces, or another batch of those horrific creatures, you should accept this time as something you deserve so you can regroup. I’m not going to do anything.”

“More,” she replied gloomily. She did, however, lie back down. She felt the small tremors running through her veins and wondered if any other immortal ever suffered from this level of exhaustion.

“We do,” Shalion replied helpfully—telling her she needed to keep her face blank. “And then we normally kill whoever was a witness to the event if we can.” He rolled over completely then. “How are you otherwise?” he wanted to know. Since it was Shalion, she didn’t attempt to strangle him, but it was a close thing. She knew what he meant, and she was tired of getting asked that.

“Fine,” she told him. “Just suffering from exhaustion.”

His smile was faint, but genuine. He was also, unfortunately, still good at catching her off guard—heightened immortal senses or no. Leaning forward with ease, he brought his lips to hers before pulling away and getting up. She knew then he hadn’t been sleeping.

“I admit I will be glad when this battle is over,” he told her easily as he moved to grab something from their dried rations of war food. “Even as decent as this stuff is, it is still trail rations, and repulsive.”

She snorted in agreement and moved to sit up again. Seeing his brows shoot up as his eyes slid closer to orange, she sighed and compromised, putting pillows behind her she half sat up upon them while Shalion watched her with the intensity of a hawk watching its prey.

“You are channeling the Dragon’s possessiveness,” she informed him curtly.

“I am supposed to,” was the nonchalant reply. “Now, do you want dried berries, dried … I don’t even know what this is, dried meat, dried, again I’m not sure what it is, or just bread and something I think might be cheese?”

He definitely reminded her of the Dragon, and it was a sharp, painful reminder. She recalled promising herself never to let anyone get this close to her. Having grown up as a constant member of war, she had seen the simple mistakes people made when they were grieving or someone they cared for was threatened. While she wasn’t at the point of doing something stupid yet, she feared she could fall into that trap if she wasn’t careful. Making another dark promise to herself to avoid caring for anyone this much again at all costs, Z managed to force a smile.

“One of the dried you’re-not-sure-what-it-is sounds good,” she answered teasingly, though half-heartedly.

Shalion flashed her a small smile in response. “I don’t know how you stand this stuff.”

“I’ve had worse.”

“Of course you have—humans can’t make anything competently, and you may be the worst human cook I’ve ever dealt with.” Shalion’s nose wrinkled with open disgust as he started to soak one of the dried meals the Syallibions had supplied.

Fresh meat was hard to come by now; supply wagons had been ordered to cease attempts to reach them given the large masses of the mysterious, venomous bear-like creatures running around, and most of the native game had been scared away by the extended battle or eaten by the creatures. Z was certain they came from another world which meant she would have to find the portal they had come through at some point. Crilyne, however, was also searching for it, so if she failed to find it, he would.

She didn’t suspect Midestol’s hand in this; he had been as shocked to see them as she had, but she didn’t suspect the enemy within her army either, unless they were truly planning against her and the other kingdoms. She assumed one of Midestol’s warrior-mages had gotten bored and played with magic they couldn’t control. It was how she had gotten the scars across the front of her, after all. She was just grateful this time the creatures were slightly easier to kill—although it was barely easier to kill them. They were certainly causing more damage than the creature that had nearly killed her.

If she was being entirely honest, fresh anything food-wise was hard to come by now. The gardens the army had been able to raid originally had been destroyed in the war—leaving Z scrambling to find a way to feed the Syallibions in the upcoming winter, since they normally had winter crops—leaving them without fresh fruits, grains, and vegetables.

On top of that, it had been a dry year for much of the lands, and Z found extra food scarce and even harder to come by than normal. She had a feeling she was going to have to cheat a little and barter with other worlds for the extra supplies she needed to get everyone through the winter, spring, and summer. By summer—if the rains this year were good, and the snow was exceptional—she was slightly optimistic that the realms would be able to support themselves once more, but it was a very optimistic stance, and it involved the war ending in a reasonable time.

Well, the battle ending anyways. Z wasn’t a fool. The war itself hadn’t even truly gotten under way yet; Midestol was still playing with them. Still testing her. As her thoughts turned to him, she wondered absently how he was doing—if he had fallen prey to any injuries. She doubted it, but as he had recently been wounded it was a thought she couldn’t easily dismiss. Nor could she easily forget the healing—the amount of magic—he had required after he had saved her life. If only she had been able to do the same thing for Nivaradros.

“You’re thinking of the Dragon again,” Shalion said with a scowl as he offered her a bowl of ‘something.’

It was noodles tightly curled up despite the several minutes of soaking in boiling water. Added to the noodles were pieces of now rehydrated vegetables, as well as small bites that tentatively looked like some sort of meat. She tasted it uneasily and relaxed. Beef, if she was any judge, and sadly, she wasn’t.

Once she had taken the bowl, Shalion retreated over to the table—the war table—and sat down to eat his own portion well away from her for once. His expression was also slightly pinched, which was odd, but she didn’t do more than make a small note of it.

“It’s hard not to,” she sighed. “As he was only social for a year or so, you would think I could just shake this. But, I can’t.”

Shalion raised a brow. “You really did fall for him,” the Ryelention breathed in surprise. “And here we all thought you would remain forever heartless.” His tone was gentle, but teasing, and his eyes were dancing pearls. “You’re not going to do anything foolish, and it is okay to care for someone, Z. Even openly; you are still human even if you’re no longer mortal. Besides, it’s reassuring to see you still have the ability to feel something so precious and powerful. Of all the fates I feared, the inability to experience a close connection was one I desperately hoped would not fall upon you.”

She forced a smile to surface, and she managed to eat most of her rations, but it was hard to swallow again, and Z wanted nothing more than to find a way around this whole thing.

“He’ll make an attempt to kill me soon,” she said at long last, when she grew tired of feeling sorry for herself—which wasn’t long after she had managed to start.

“He will,” Shalion agreed, and then to her surprise he hesitated. “Z, Shevieck wasn’t the only one Nivaradros was protecting that day.”

She moved to stare at him. “You were there?” she demanded in a whisper. Shock, a hint of betrayal, and a wave of questions all flooded her at once. He’d lied to her. Shalion had been beside Nivaradros when he had fallen, which meant he must have known something about their relationship. She could understand why he had lied to the masses with the threat of an enemy in their midst, but why had he lied to her?

Shalion hesitated, but his expression went to its blankest. “I noticed Shevieck was in trouble,” he admitted. “I had been trying to keep tabs on this battle as best I could without alerting anyone that I was close. Few of my people can access a shadowland, but all of us can sense them, and call the shadows as an element; I didn’t want my presence known. Shevieck, however, I sensed was in danger. By the time I got to him, he was surrounded by both Midestol’s forces—or so I thought—and the creatures. I couldn’t safely pull him into my shadowland without others following us. Hells, I couldn’t return to my land without being followed. I do not yet have the control of the Islierre.”

He played with a glass of water he had summoned from the shadows. The lingering feel of the sub-real world it had come from clung to the glass. That was the one minor drawback to the shadows; they clung to anything summoned for a moment making true surprise almost impossible if others were paying attention. Taking a light sip, he glanced at her and sighed.

“And then the Dragon came,” he said quietly. “I will say he is always impressive—was always impressive,” the Ryelention corrected softly. “We would have had no chance at surviving if he hadn’t come. Fully a half of our enemies were slain before they realized the Dragon was upon them, and I could have fled to my land at once and easily, but Nivaradros had come to help us, and I could not surrender the battle to him alone.”

“You stayed.”

“I stayed, yes, and I fought beside Shevieck while Nivaradros did everything within his power to protect us. I don’t know when I noticed he was wounded—I don’t know when he noticed he was wounded—but when the battle was ours and he was able to land upon the hill we had been surrounded upon, I saw the wounds, and I saw how much blood he had lost.” Shalion took another sip of his water before red began to bleed into it; apparently something stronger was required.

“Damn it, Zimliya,” Shalion breathed as his eyes closed. “There was a gash the size of a good human head in his chest. I could see through to the heart the arrow had hit, and I could see that heart had already ceased to beat. He was reckless though, furious, and without concern for his health. ‘Get on—both of you’ was all he said, and we obeyed because staying there even with the battle won was a death sentence, but that wasn’t his only wound, and it wasn’t his worst one.

“Those arrows, Z, are nasty—if you even see one being pointed at you get the hell out of wherever you are immediately. They are entirely metal—the head all the way to the feathers—and they are made to go entirely through their target. It didn’t work with the Dragon, but it didn’t need to. Z, when those things hit, the head extends—pulling it out will kill anything non-Dragon, and it clearly kills even them—and if it doesn’t go all the way through, pushing it through is impossible as well. The shaft is barbed all the way down as well to create maximum damage. These things are meant to kill no matter what or who they hit. And that is just their basic design.

“They are also heavily infused with magic. Nivaradros was fighting it, but he warned me—warned Shevieck and I both—that it truly could not be fought; it was using his magic against him. On top of their initial design, and the magic, Nivaradros said the head of the arrow was poisoned, and that he didn’t know if it was native to this world.”

Z was fairly certain her eye color would be at its worst—Shalion’s certainly were. “They were created to kill me,” she said quietly. “Nivaradros was just the test subject.”

“That was his belief, yes,” Shalion admitted heavily. “We dropped Shevieck off nearby—after I forced him to swear to me in blood that he would make no mention of my presence. He was to inform everyone Nivaradros had arrived in time to save him, had dropped him off, and then headed off to presumably try to get aid for his wounds. Nivaradros, however, wasn’t done talking to me; most of what I just told you was not spoken of in front of Shevieck. Neither of us was willing to risk the Mithani trying to do something stupid if he knew you were the intended target of these weapons. Nivaradros crashed when we tried to find a safer place to talk.”

Shalion finished the wine in his glass and refilled it with a thought. “Do you need something more than water?”

“At this point, Shalion, I am not even certain I want water. What happened after you crashed?”

“Nivaradros took more injuries in that landing. He was trying to keep me from getting harmed, and he was barely able to stay airborne at that point. I’m not even sure he was alive with anything more than willpower at that point. When he couldn’t stay airborne any longer, we crashed through the trees. He couldn’t control his landing. I heard bones shatter,” Shalion added softly.

“When we finally hit the ground, I leapt off his back to try to assist him, but he was in such terrible shape, I knew there was no chance at saving him. The wound I had seen before was the smallest wound those arrows had created. He stayed in his Dragon form, and he made no effort to rise. He wanted to make sure I knew just what you were up against.”

Z closed her eyes, hating this. “His wings?”

“Irreparably damaged. I’m sorry, Z,” he added quietly. “He couldn’t have moved. I don’t know where his body went, but he was incapable of moving. He was barely alive when we spoke at the end. But he wanted me to tell you about the arrows … and he asked me to look after you. He believed you wouldn’t survive long if you didn’t realize we had an enemy—and he didn’t tell me he suspected one of our own allies—that could hit you so powerfully.”

“What in the world did he promise you?” she breathed as she listened. “Shalion, you’ve done a lot for him—what did he offer you?”

“He offered me nothing,” Shalion told her softly. “I owe him a great deal—no I will not clarify as to what I owe him. I will, however, tell you this. He asked me to look after you, and to keep you from becoming closed off from everyone. He knew you would,” he added with a bitter smile. “He requested that I use my talent to get close to you. If you wanted to know why I keep forcing the issue: the touches, the kissing, the being in the same tent and bed with you, he asked it of me.”

Her eyes were probably not getting any friendlier. “Why?”

“Because he knew you far better than I expected. How many letters for a union between you and an immortal of power have you received since you returned?”

Since this was both a sore spot and a spot of irritation, Z made a face. “Fifty-two.”

Shalion blinked. “Fifty-two?!”

Nodding glumly, Z summoned her own elegant glass of liquid to drink—like Shalion, she opted to go with something stronger than water. “Some of them are repeats, but it seems everyone and his brother has decided I am on the market, which,” she added coldly, “I am not. I have no intention of accepting anyone’s offer. I claimed the Dragon—”

“The Dragon is dead.”

“—and I am not going back on that. Not for anything.”

“That is touching. Possibly foolish, undoubtedly disappointing for many, and I should have suspected it, but, Z, Nivaradros wanted you to—”

“Seeing as he’s dead, he no longer gets to call the shots—any shots—if they pertain to my life.”

“Will you ignore the warnings I just gave you about those arrows?”

“Of course not,” she snapped. “I’m not stupid or suicidal, but I am not letting him decide whether I do or do not end up with someone else. I’ve made my choice, Shalion—I was a damned fool for considering getting involved with a damned Dragon to begin with—but I am not going back on it!”

The silence could have been murderous if it had suddenly sprouted fangs, claws, weapons, or magic. The Ryelention heir watched her intently, but without expression, for several minutes. Clearing his throat, he eventually refilled his glass with wine and raised a brow.

“You intend to isolate yourself.”

“Since Zyrhis decided to surrender his kingdom to me, there is a limited amount of isolation I can easily grab!” she snapped.

“You will do a wonderful job,” Shalion said in a tone of voice that managed to defuse most of her anger; it was hard to direct it back at a compliment from him. From anyone else, yes, she could have thrown more anger back after that comment, but coming from Shalion it meant something else entirely.

And she hated him for that. “I don’t want it,” she whispered. “I never did. I barely was willing to be a Ranger in the beginning. I fled Tenia even when my grandfather was dead, though Nivaradros wanted me to step into the mantle I was born into.” She sipped her chosen drink with care and cringed at the taste. “I don’t want to have any part of leadership, Shalion. I want a tame life, and I want people to quit thinking I’m remarkable.”

“Zimliya, you always have been incredible. Even when we first met. I will admit your reception by most of the races wasn’t the greatest, but none of us were completely happy to learn the Rangers were not extinct. It was a failure all of us shared, and none of us wanted to admit to; we had abandoned the one race that had always stood beside us to what we thought was their utter destruction because we couldn’t be bothered to send out even a small detachment of warriors to assist them.” Pearl edged towards orange—the yellowish color it hit getting there wasn’t that attractive. “How many died, Zimliya? How many Rangers were murdered because we did not raise our hands in aid?”

She shook her head. “It is in the past,” she reminded him. “Let it stay there. I have spent years making it a part of everyone’s past. There are still Rangers that would love to drag it up and throw it before everyone. They are still furious at the lack of aid you offered. They come because I ask, and they come because to aid others is part of our calling, but they have not forgiven any of the races for turning their backs on us when we needed your help the most. We went underground, and we have remained there ever since, but few of us like it.”

“You do.”

“Hence the word ‘few’ in my previous sentence.” Z finished her liquor with a grimace.

She wasn’t heavy into the whole alcohol thing, but she had resigned herself to drinking in formal settings, and she did have to admit sometimes it took enough of an edge off her that she could calm down. She had never been foolish enough—and would never make the attempt out of curiosity—to get anywhere near drunk. It wasn’t an immortal pastime for one, and as most of them couldn’t get drunk, only an idiot would consider getting drunk around them. It also just didn’t interest her. She’d seen enough of the results to wonder why it appealed to anyone at all. She would never understand the human desire to purposely make themselves sick for only magic knew what reason. There were easier ways to forget things.

His smile was cool and guarded. “You’ve always been one of the shadows.” Standing at long last, he approached her. Knowing what was coming, Z managed to steady herself to avoid rewarding Shalion’s kiss with bodily harm, but she still tensed. He had asked, after that first day when he had caught her off-guard, for her permission to kiss her, and everything else he thought might set her off. She had given it, but the verbal yes hadn’t changed her instinctive reactions. “You have got to learn to relax,” he chided stiffly when he moved away. “Honestly, you’d think I was torturing you to death by slowly peeling your skin off—while keeping you alive I might add—instead of trying to do something most people enjoy.”

“I’m not most people,” she reminded him flatly. “If you want to go around and practice kissing someone, I can point you at a number of your own kind who would be honored and happy to be on the receiving end of such a display of affection.”

“You learned your sarcasm from the Dragon, didn’t you?”

“Not all of it, he simply fine-tuned it.” Z moved to stand up and was relieved when Shalion didn’t argue this time. “Why didn’t you make yourself known to the others when you and Shevieck were attacked?”

“Because Shevieck wasn’t considered a threat to our attacker, and I would have been. I wanted to stay alive long enough to warn you. Besides that, what I said earlier was true. My father doesn’t have any Ryelentions here for him, they are all here for me. I did not want there to be a conflict of power unless you were here to keep things from turning into a turf war—or a liege war—when we were already in the middle of a battle.”

“Because my presence truly makes that much of a difference?” Z asked sarcastically.

“Something like that, yes,” Shalion’s eyes were dancing. He grabbed her arm when she took a step and staggered. “Just how many immortals did you attempt to heal?” he demanded.

“I didn’t attempt to heal any of them,” Z murmured as she turned to the wardrobe and began to dig through the pile of clothing she had thrown in there a couple days before for something clean to wear. By now ‘clean’ meant ‘not stained with blood.’ Finding a suitable shirt, tunic, and pants, Z stripped carelessly before slipping into the cleaner clothing.

Shalion rolled his eyes. “Fine, how many did you heal then?”

“Not more than four,” was her cautious reply. Caution, unfortunately, rarely headed off an explosion. Sadly, the result was the more common response to her caution: anger.

“Four?!”

She glanced over at him as she began to attach her daggers to her hips, her back, and her ankles. She also added a set underneath her arms. Grabbing Kyi’rinn, she strapped the sword easily to her side and moved to find her boots. Boots which were her third set already. The damn things kept catching on fire—granted that was partially her fault since she had walked through smoldering ground to fight at the side of trapped comrades—but she was getting tired of explaining why she needed yet another set to the immortal in charge of outfitting her command.

And it was her command. There wasn’t any excuse she could give to try to make it anyone else’s. When she wasn’t present the different forces listened and followed orders from their leaders, but when she was on the field they followed her orders. Only her orders. She’d given up trying to change that around day six after arguing with her command for most of the day. There had been a possibility that she could have won—in fact, she was positive she could have—but that would have involved another four hours of arguing, and she hadn’t been up for the extended length of time it would have required.

Worse, it was a sore point for everyone other than Zyrhis and the two other Shades who had come to fight. None of the other large forces had one person in command; each group was run by their own ruler or an appointed leader. So far—to Z’s open astonishment—there had been no internal battles from this lack of organization, but she fully expected at least one, especially now that the Dragon was no longer around to intimidate everyone into submission. She had Veilantras still, but Veilantras didn’t have the ‘oh shit, it’s dangerous’ attitude that Nivaradros had, and the female Dragon wasn’t really interested in playing politics. Granted, her Dragon hadn’t been either, but Nivaradros instinctively made a chain of command occur with just his presence.

Then again, she was also avoiding politics like a plague. The two younger Dragons would possibly be willing to take the reins of power, but Z didn’t trust them. Not to mention Mirvari and Criynlo were both still considered adolescents as neither of them carried the dros, dras, tras, and tros to their names that signaled they were adults. They hated the lack of their status, especially when Z had made it indisputably clear that they had no rank in her eyes without those endings on their names. She had placed them below everyone else present in her detachment of the army, and Z knew it irritated them. But it was just too damn bad.

“Zimliya?” Shalion called. He sounded a world away, and she blinked to refocus her thoughts. He rolled his eyes at her again. It was, according to him, one of the only useful things humans had taught the immortals. “Thoughts trapping you much?” he teased before he handed her a wrapped bundle that was just over five feet in length, but only as thick her two thumbs together at its widest point.

“What is this?”

“A birthday present.”

“We don’t even know when my birthday is!” she pointed out crossly. And she didn’t. She simply counted herself a year older when a year had gone by. It annoyed quite a lot of people, but it was another thing Z had done to distance herself from the age old pain Tenia had left her with.

“Just open it, Z,” Shalion sighed with exasperation. “It doesn’t bite—well, you at least.”

She scowled at him, but slowly untied the rough strings and then unrolled the soft hide the gift had been wrapped in. Into her hand rolled a coal black and slightly glowing bow.

“Tresine,” she murmured in surprise as she ran her fingers over the flawless craftsmanship of one of the oldest bows known to still be in existence.

It was a recurve bow, but it was powerful, magicked, and said to require similar qualities in its wielder as Kyi’rinn—though since no one but the sentient weapons knew what they sought from their wielders, it would be hard to confirm that for sure. She stared at Shalion as she let her fingers run over the smooth limb and cool feel of Tresine. The bow responded to her touch the same way Kyi’rinn had, and she felt its power testing her as she tested it.

“I came across it in my travels,” Shalion said evasively. “It doesn’t like me, but I thought it might approve of you. You’re always borrowing a Syallibion’s bow—or any other bow you can get your hands on—so I thought perhaps you would want your own.”

“I cannot accept this,” Z whispered as she nevertheless held the bow out before her as though she were checking how it would fire. Catching herself, she grimaced and held it out towards Shalion—it was light enough to balance on a finger, and it was balanced enough that that was possible.

“It likes you,” Shalion countered. “Look, Zimliya, Nivaradros was killed with arrows—if you find yourself being shot at, you now have something to counter fire with. I can see Tresine has no intention of being parted from you, so handing it back to me isn’t going to work. There is a string that I found with the bow also in the wrapping. You know how to make arrows, and you know how to shoot crooked branches if you have to. It would ease my heart greatly if you would carry that with you at all times.”

Z eyed the bow with concern but sighed. It fit her hand perfectly, and she felt the power hidden deep within the ancient and blackened wood. Tresine had already claimed her, and she could feel it speaking with Kyi’rinn as the two weapons got accustomed to each other. She would not be able to simply put it down now.

“Alright, fine, and thank you,” she added slowly, knowing she sounded entirely ungrateful.

“You’re welcome. Come,” Shalion added as he began to shove things into his pack for the day. “I am certain the call to arms will come shortly.”

“Since Midestol’s forces seem to hate playing in the dark?” Z remarked innocently.

Shalion snorted and she hid a smile. That was entirely her fault, and both of them knew it. Day five had been slightly boring, so Z had come up with a solution that had turned into more of a curse than a blessing. Borrowing a small group of Ryelentions and Alantaions, Z had snuck into the nearest camp of Midestol’s warriors during the night while they had been out fighting. Slaying the remaining members, Z and her crew had completely destroyed the camp. All food was either ruined, scattered, or stolen, the weapons had been burned, shattered, taken, or thrown into the bottom of the nearby lake—which was helpfully at least one hundred feet deep in the middle—and the rest of the camp had been burned.

The good news was it had provided momentary entertainment for Z and her small group of ‘bandits.’ The bad news was Midestol’s forces were no longer willing to come out and play in the dark. A repeat of the mission would require her command, and at least half of another if they planned to survive it, so there would be no more midnight burning of Midestol’s camps until his warriors outgrew their chicken state. As she thought of this, though—filling her pack full of supplies, and hooking Tresine snugly in a keeper designed just for that purpose—Z heard the telltale call to arms ring out.

“Looks like another day on the battlefield,” she said with a warm smile towards Shalion.

“Do try not to get yourself killed,” he retorted.


Chapter 25

Z strolled out of the tent with ease. She was almost eager to head into battle. She was exhausted still, slightly unsettled over the news Shalion had recently dropped in her lap, and she was hiding an injury from everyone, but this was something she was tentatively confident about herself and her skill. She had a rotation of warriors—a call-to-arms meant the enemy had engaged, broken through lines, or had gained reinforcements and therefore everyone but a small detachment would be on the field.

She called a battle plan to mind instantly as she hurried over to the gathering troops. It would change as she got information, but it would be something to start with. As always, her force was waiting for her orders on their deployment. She grabbed a quiver of Alantaion arrows as she approached the awaiting ‘commanders’ that she had been blessed with. Wasting no time, she quickly broke the groups up so they could work to the best of their abilities. She kept the races somewhat separate with the exception of the five squads that worked flawlessly no matter whom they were partnered with. They’d worked with her the most of any of her command, so they had grown accustomed to having to play nice with others.

She took the smallest group for herself: fifty Ryelentions. Shalion decided to join her as well, and she wondered briefly if he had spoken to the Mithane lately; the Mithane’s talent often had the direct effect of causing people to be paranoid about her death. Regardless, she was happy for his presence, other than the whispers it invoked, and she took her small group closer to the west border between the ground she was fighting to hold, and the ground the Thinyen was supposed to be protecting. He personally kept close to her borders with the rest of his people while the others he had been ‘stuck with’ fought throughout the rest of the area. She didn’t trust his intentions.

She knew he was still holding a grudge—if she decided to understate it to the max—against her immortality. Still, the war had to be fought, and she wasn’t about to hide in a tent because a couple of the immortals decided they wanted her dead and he was one of them. Granted a few of her allies would have preferred she had done just that, but they knew better than to try to contain her—so they sent Shalion as her unofficial guard, since she was willing to tolerate his presence. He took the position of her second with ease—the way he always had when they had fought together with his people—and left the orders to her. Grateful to be working with someone who knew her well, Z hand signaled to the rest of her troops to assign them their positions.

With silence only the Alantaions could truly match, the Ryelentions vanished into the surrounding tall grass with relative ease. They were both scouts and combatants, meaning Shalion and Z had spent the better part of seventeen hours hand picking them from Shalion’s warriors. None of the other Ryelentions were young; Shalion was the youngest Ryelention, while Z was just the youngest period. With over seven centuries of scouting and war experience on the next youngest after Shalion, Z was confident that this group would be able to accomplish the goal she was setting out to achieve. She sought to flush out the immortal behind the death of Nivaradros. She was using herself as bait.

Not even Shalion knew that part of the arrangement. What the Ryelentions knew was that she had needed an elite group to close the distance between their forces and Midestol’s. They would be picking off small units of his men at a time, thinning the ranks the others had to come up against, while they waited for the part of the mission she hadn’t told them. It was well known in all the ranks that she was taking a small group out to thin Midestol’s army down as she could.

It wasn’t unusual or unheard of for her to take such a risk—it was something she was good at after all—which meant the so-called ally who had killed Nivaradros wouldn’t suspect she was on to him. If it worked, the biggest threat to this battle would be neutralized, if it didn’t, well, she would be dead, but it was a small price to pay in her mind. No matter what, their internal enemy would be revealed to the rest of the army, and that was good enough for the Ranger in her.

Or she hoped. She vanished into the tall grass herself—splitting from Shalion with ease, though she could almost taste his reluctance over the separation in the air it was so powerful. He was taking his deal or promise to the Dragon seriously, and she knew he suspected she had an ulterior motive; he just couldn’t figure it out. Listening to their surroundings, Z slowly slid her hand to her back and pulled Tresine free from its bindings. Stringing the bow with ease, she felt a whisper of power course through her in the same way she’d experienced when she had first carried Kyi’rinn into battle. The sensation would fade with time as both weapon and wielder grew more accustomed to each other, but Z missed the sensation with Kyi’rinn, and she relished in the feeling Tresine awarded her now.

Sliding an arrow free from the quiver she carried on her shoulder, Z put the arrow to the string and listened to the world around her while her other senses reached out as well. For all the headache immortality had caused her, she had to admit she was starting to like the increase to her senses. Her abilities no longer overloaded her system, she was finally in control.

Even now she could taste the air and tell a storm was approaching from the north, and that it would bring the first heavy snowfall to Istuion for the year—though Nivaradros’s lair had already had its first, second, and fifth heavy snowfall. She could also sense the presence of her Ryelention soldiers; their magic, sounds, scent, and feel were all entirely different and identifiable as such. Shalion was still near her, but he was keeping his distance. She had made it abundantly clear she intended to fight solo unless she summoned aid. He had drawn his sword and one of his throwing knives, and she could feel his concentration on the approaching enemy riders narrowing into a single target as the group rode closer.

They were astride Midestol’s latest monstrosities. Wrinkling her nose with annoyance, Z decided to discover just how frail or otherwise the creatures were. Standing up, she stepped out of the tall grass, and loosened the nocked arrow in one fluid motion. She aimed for the creature’s eye for two reasons. One: she wanted to see how it reacted to an arrow in the eye. Two: she wanted to see if the brain was easy enough to reach through the eye sockets. Tresine had a fair amount of power, and it was happy to be used at long last by someone it considered both powerful and competent. Z’s arrow went whistling through the air at a speed that made the arrow’s flight hard to follow for even her immortal eyes before it landed dead center in her chosen target.

The arrow buried itself halfway up the shaft and the creature didn’t fall dead instantly—so it was clearly a no to her second question. The creature did, however, start thrashing from the pain by rearing up and colliding with those nearest it. The riders began to yell in alarm and anger, and Z heard the telltale sound of accusations rising up from those in the back while the ones in front—who realized they were under attack—couldn’t get their mounts under control long enough to attack, block, or warn their fellow comrades. This was definitely going to be fun.

She let out a sharp, short whistle and the rest of her force slipped out of hiding to attack. They were slightly outnumbered, and their opponents were mounted, but they had the advantage right now, and Z made good use of Tresine’s power by continuing to target the eyes of the creatures Midestol’s forces were riding. It made the enemy easy prey as their mounts thrashed around in anger and pain, and it also kept her people safer. It was a brief fight—though Z had been forced to run close to the enemy, grab an arrow out of the eye of one of the dead creatures, and re-fire it without being attacked herself, since she’d loaned her quiver mid-battle to a Ryelention. When the skirmish ended, Shalion’s flat disapproving stare focused on her; she focused on anything but him.

Not that it helped. “Zimliya,” Shalion said coolly as he approached her. “May I ask what that was about?”

It was the typical immortal question, there was no right answer and the only response her words would bring would be vexed, pissed, or past-the-ability-to-form-speech furious. However, not answering wasn’t an option either.

Mentally sighing, Z fixed Shalion with a dark stare. “You damn well know what it was about. I was trying to save lives. Which I did. Is anyone on our side dead? No. So, goal accomplished. If you have a problem with that, Soldier, you are welcome to file a complaint with me later. Right now, we need to check over the dead for information, reform up, and move locations.”

Shalion exhaled loudly and grabbed her by the shoulder. “Z,” he warned coldly, but she broke free of his grip, nocked an arrow, and brought Tresine up until the arrow was at Shalion’s throat.

“Not. Another. Word.”

Shalion raised a brow, but nodded curtly, and held his hands up slightly in surrender. She lowered the bow slowly, but a touch on her senses caused her to spin and loosen the arrow in a fluid motion where her back had been a moment before. There was a loud curse, and then a familiar figure stood up in the grasses. Midestol’s eyes met and held hers while his right hand went to his left shoulder to pull out the arrow she had buried into it. He had had enough time to dodge the arrow to a point—she had been aiming for his heart—but he clearly wasn’t fast enough to completely avoid being hit.

“Zimliya,” Midestol greeted through clenched teeth, as he examined the arrow he’d yanked free briefly before tossing it to the side. “You are starting to annoy me, and the day has barely begun.”

“It’s a gift,” she replied calmly. Holding up a hand as her Ryelentions tensed and shifted into their battle stances, she strolled forward a few feet until the gap between herself and Midestol was much smaller than it had been. “If you don’t want to lose soldiers, you shouldn’t have sent them to these lands.”

“You have a habit of killing my men no matter where I send them,” Midestol countered coldly. His orange eyes glittered dangerously as he took in her small force. “On a special mission?”

“Yes, not that it’s any of your business,” she added stiffly. “What do you want?”

Midestol’s eyes burned, but he said nothing for a long moment as he took in her fifty Ryelentions, Shalion, and her. “A word, if you would be willing to grant me a minute’s time,” he said at long last. She stared at him; felt the rest of those around her do the same. “I wish to negotiate a retreat of my forces for now, if you are willing to consider wasting no more of your precious immortals on the field.” The scorn in his tone was thick, but the offer was genuine, and Z couldn’t afford to pass it up.

“Where?”

“Not outside of the sight of your troops,” Midestol answered quietly. His stance relaxed a hair, but Z knew how fast he could throw magic, so she didn’t believe his charade for an instant. “Just outside the range of any immediate strikes. You have been known to get testy at times in negotiations with me, and I don’t want your heightened tone to be a sound that inspires stupidity in the immortals.” He offered her a hand, and just waited as though he had all day to stand there with his hand out.

Z hesitated until she felt she had been still for far too long before she reached out and accepted his hand. This was difficult—more difficult than she thought it would be. Midestol, here on the field, after she had spent so much time with him as part of her family, was unsettling. She had thought the most she would have to do was fight him on the field; this wasn’t something she wanted to handle. He yanked her close to his chest and put a blade at her throat as the Ryelentions started forwards with soft cries of alarm, but again she signaled for them to stand down.

“I am not going to hurt her,” Midestol said slowly as he backed up, dragging her with him. “But I cannot afford another injury while I attempt to retreat to a place of relative safety.” He continued to back up with the dagger’s blade kissing the skin on her throat, but nothing else about him was a threat.

Z, therefore, held her instincts and responses in tightly, grateful yet again for her time away from this world. Once they were far enough away—in Midestol’s opinion—he released her and stepped away at once while he slid the dagger back into its position at his hip. Z lightly traced the thin line of blood the blade had marked on her throat at some point and watched him.

“What’s your angle?” she demanded at last. “You don’t really want to negotiate a retreat—or you do, but that’s not why you want to speak with me.”

Midestol sighed. “One day you will have to learn the art of patience with me,” he observed. “But I won’t ask it of you today. You’re surprisingly settled, but noticeably impatient. I simply wished to warn you that you have an enemy in your midst.”

“I am well aware of the threat, but he is likely one of many,” Z told Midestol softly as she twirled a dagger around her left wrist. “I am also aware he is behind the death of Nivaradros,” she added quietly.

Orange eyes widened slightly in surprise. “And yet you haven’t chosen to take any steps against the threat yet?” he wanted to know as he stared at her in open astonishment. “Not even after the death of your Dragon?”

“He was never mine,” Z argued slowly.

She glanced over her shoulder at her Ryelentions. They were watching Midestol and her. It angered her. The enemy—not Midestol’s forces—could have been sneaking up on them right at that moment, and they wouldn’t have noticed until it was too late.

“I thank you for the warning, Grandfather,” she added quietly as her eyes narrowed while keeping on her comrades; something was moving behind them, but she couldn’t tell what.

She didn’t, however, trust it. Midestol was surprisingly gracious in this meeting; he didn’t even try to take advantage of her lack of full attention on him. Maybe Nivaradros had been on to something after all when he had suggested she spend ‘quality time’ with her murderous grandfather.

“Now, about your retreat—” she began as she started to turn to signal the signs for enemy and attack to her Ryelentions.

She didn’t make it in time. There was a horrifyingly familiar sound of something whistling through the air, and Z instantly flung up a shield around her people in vain as Midestol threw one up around her. She didn’t have time to even turn to him to question his reaction, and she didn’t have time to speak. The arrows broke through the shields. All of them.

Z found herself thrown to the ground as one of them struck her low on her left shoulder due to her awkward position at the time it had been fired. Immediately she tried to stand, but she was pinned to the rock hard frozen ground, and a touch on the shaft of the arrow burned her fingers with magic. There wasn’t pain, but she would have preferred pain to the realization that the arrows they had been trying to avoid—the arrows that had killed Nivaradros—had just been fired on them, or at least her. She wasn’t certain about the others. Based on the fall of the shields, however, she could guess.

“Ksiria!” Midestol was beside her in an instant, and she struggled to move.

To be stuck here, injured, while he was above her in a battle setting wasn’t good. He wouldn’t hesitate to kill her. She couldn’t move, though, and she felt the arrow’s poison and magic rushing through her system despite all the blocks she threw up in an attempt to stop or delay the inevitable.

“Stay still,” Midestol growled as he stood. He had nothing to fear—he wasn’t the target—and drew his sword.

She felt the evil that tainted the metal of the sword as it awoke with delight over her current position. Felt the dark magic and felt the blood that it had claimed over the years. He would kill her, and she was helpless to prevent it. Staying still wasn’t a challenge, if he had told her to move on the other hand it would have been impossible. She held his eyes despite her vision beginning to fog. He surprised her. Midestol swung Swyante not at her, but at the arrow—the few inches of it he could hit—that had pierced her flesh and trapped her upon the ground. All in all, it wasn’t his best idea.

Swyante struck the shaft of the arrow that was made entirely of a foreign metal, and Z felt the vibration through her flesh. Gritting her teeth as the magic on the sword reacted to the magic in the arrow, and then both viciously attacked her, she struggled to keep conscious while mentally cursing Midestol into an abyss. She didn’t care which one. Of all the times to decide to help her, this was the worst.

“Okay, we won’t do that,” Midestol breathed as he knelt beside her.

“You could kill me instead,” she suggested helpfully as he touched the part of the arrow that she could see.

“Yes, I could, but that is not the course I have chosen to take.” He frowned and lightly touched her face. “Stay conscious.”

“I never intentionally try to lose consciousness!” she snapped as she swallowed hard from the pull of the foreign magic against hers.

“Where is this arrow from?” Midestol asked as he turned from helping her—or attempting to—to examining the arrow that now had his undivided admiration and attention.

“Not telling,” she whispered.

The last thing she needed before her demise was to offer Midestol access to a world he hadn’t discovered, or at least hadn’t been to. And she didn’t know where the arrows where from, or how her enemy had gotten access to them. She only knew the arrows were not from her world based on the metallic design and the magic they contained. The poison would wreak havoc on her allies, and she wouldn’t be here to help. She could feel herself drifting and she was certain the poison wasn’t one she knew, which suggested it was native to the world the arrow was from.

“Midestol, Grandfather,” she breathed as she struggled to speak. “How many survived?”

“Of your immortals?” Midestol clarified softly. He glanced up and around before crouching back beside her. “I would say none, but there is a possibility I am wrong; they are very far away for my human eyes.” He called up magic and attempted to burn the metal shaft through; he abruptly stopped when her flesh began to smoke as the heat traveled down the arrow instead. “Damn it to hells!” he cursed as he removed the cloak he was wearing against the weather’s chill and placed it under her head. “I cannot move you, I cannot heal you, and I cannot get this damn thing to break so I can remove it.”

Coming from him, the words sounded strange. “Why?” All in all, it was a terrible question, but thinking was starting to elude her.

“You’re my granddaughter. I am the only person who gets to kill you. This is cheating,” he added as she opened her mouth. He was starting to get very fuzzy in her vision. “Ksiria, stay here,” he ordered. “I’ll—” Midestol’s eyes burned and became the only thing she could see clearly. “I’ll see if I can contact your Shade—what is his name?”

“Crilyne,” she murmured as she felt a good half of her senses shut off.

“Don’t you dare die!” he snapped at her before he vanished on the spot, leaving her to wonder if her world was turning inside out, or if she had already died, made it to one of the hells, and ended up with an overprotective grandfather who still wanted to kill her, but only if it was by his hand alone.

Once he was gone her distraction from death left as well. Struggling to keep conscious and wondering how in the hells Nivaradros had managed to fly with multiple of these damn things in him, Z reached out in vain with her few remaining senses towards her Ryelention warriors. She touched death and more death before a faint spark of life caught her attention. Shalion. Remembering what he had said about magic and the arrows, she did the only thing she could think of—she forced her magic into a healing and hurled it his way. She had no idea if it made contact or not; she lost consciousness before she could find out.

She regained it when someone roughly yanked her shoulders upwards. The sensation of the arrow and the flood of magic startled her out of what had probably been a slow but steady slide into death.

“Hello, Zimliya,” the Thinyen greeted her when she opened her eyes. He was only a blur in her vision, but as she wasn’t happy to see him—wanted him dead to be honest—she had to admit the blur wasn’t a curse at the moment. “I see we did manage to hit you, though you are still alive. You really need to learn to spare yourself agony by dying properly.”

“Properly?” she murmured weakly. “And what agony? I don’t feel pain.”

“No,” the Thinyen agreed as she felt him pull the arrow in her shoulder around in a circle since he couldn’t dislodge it from the ground. “But you can feel magic, and this must be driving your senses crazy.”

And it was. Her skin twitched, everything felt as if she was being attacked by specks of magic, and she could do nothing to defend or block the onslaught of power that was striking her like a tidal wave every few seconds. It was like a minor seizure, and she’d had enough of those to last several human lifetimes. She struggled to awaken more, but between the poison, the blood loss, and the magic she was lucky enough to have regained consciousness to begin with.

“You murdered the Dragon,” she accused evenly, knowing beyond a doubt who was behind Nivaradros’s demise.

“He was becoming an annoyance and a threat. I don’t know how he managed to prevent your death and grant you immortality, but I wasn’t willing to have him continue to interfere with any further plans.”

“And he was a test.”

“You are so clever,” the Thinyen said mockingly. “But you did not foresee this. You will die here, at long last, and I will never again have to deal with the Mithane and the Islierre except in the tides of battle as enemies. It has taken me far longer than I thought to accomplish this; the ties you created between the heirs and the kingdoms were stronger than I had anticipated. It was beneficial for a time—I learned much about those I intended to attack—but I couldn’t act until your death, and you continued to survive.

“It was impossible to move against you until now; your magic is more than a match for mine. While I regret losing your power, I will relish your death and the disappearance of the complications you have added. You were wise, Zimliya, not to trust me, but you were too cautious. You should have made a move against me long ago. Now, I have outflanked you, and the war I have sought for centuries will begin. Without your presence the Alliance will crumble, and there will be no one to keep the kingdoms I seek to destroy from succumbing to their much overdue fate.”

“Dyiavea will never allow it,” she whispered as her thoughts turned to the Dralation heiress. “Between her, Shevieck, Zyrhis, and Shalion your goal to start a war with the Ryelentions and the Alantaions will fail.”

“Not if I remove them. Dyiavea is easy enough to take care of, Zyrhis is likely to fall prey to his own people soon, and Shevieck is known to be accident prone. As for Shalion, now, surely you recall he was here with you?”

She did, but he wasn’t here now. He had vanished into his shadowland, she presumed, which meant he had fled alive. It also meant he had escaped the arrow, or it hadn’t pinned him to the ground as it had her. Perhaps he’d even been exceptionally lucky, and it had gone straight through him.

Smiling with ice in her eyes, she gathered her words with care. “But is he here now? You have played your hand, Thinyen, and he survived. He will alert the others to your betrayal.”

“He’s injured. The arrow will take care of him,” the Thinyen sneered. “As it would have eventually claimed you, but I tire of this conversation. Goodbye, Zimliya.”

She heard a bow being brought up and readied. Pulling together the last bit of strength she could find, she kicked her legs up and felt them connect with a bow—launching the arrow off target. It wasn’t enough; the arrow struck her to the right of her heart, and she could feel the damage instantly threaten her life in a way the other arrow had not yet been able to.

“Damn you,” he hissed, but before he could do anything more she heard the familiar sound of a body meeting a sword.

It was followed by the sound of a body hitting the ground and more fighting emerging around her. “Zimliya!” a frantic, but familiar voice called out before a lot of swearing followed. Dyiavea had arrived, and Z felt the heiress’s fingers lightly tracing her wounds. “Stay with me,” the Dralation whispered. “Help is coming. Crilyne sent a message to your allies that you were wounded; the Mithane is coming.”

He was coming too late. Z didn’t bother to tell Dyiavea this because she knew the immortal heiress already knew it. “Shalion?” she whispered. She wanted to see if he would—could—respond to her call. She couldn’t sense him, but she wasn’t sure if that was because of her injury or because he was still walking the shadows.

“Here,” she felt his arrival and then a touch of the shadows caressed her as he also knelt beside her. “You shouldn’t have helped me.”

“Your life is worth a great deal to me,” she laughed.

Hissing as the magic continued to swirl in the original injury, and then in the most recent, she struggled to win a battle that had rendered the weapons she was most comfortable with useless. She opened her mouth to speak and found even more blood in the way. Swallowing it with a grimace, she tried to speak again.

“Shalion—” she managed to croak before beginning to cough heavily. The metallic taste of blood was only growing, but she forced herself to ignore it. She was dying, but that didn’t mean she was surrendering. After her battle against her price for awakening the Shades, this was easier to fight.

“Don’t speak,” he advised as his hands touched her chest and shoulder. She was certain he was trying to slow the bleeding. “I’ll be alright. I don’t know how you did it, but you severed the arrow’s shaft from its head, and I was able to get away from it. Once I was away, your magic began to heal me. I will not be at my best for a few months, but I will be fine. You on the other hand—”

“We will see what I can do before we call anything,” a vastly resigned and very worried voice said from somewhere above her and to her left. The Mithane had arrived. “Shalion, fetch your father. I believe he is going to have to help me once more. I would ask it of you, but you are injured, and I do not think you have the experience or the training required.”

“What will you ask my father to do?” Shalion demanded sharply. “He is not to be trusted—”

“Right now, Shalion, he is all I have in the way of hope. I need to find a way to detach Zimliya from the arrows and heal the damage they have done—I presume you can see the hole that is slowly growing in size and will soon threaten her heart? Not to mention the one that has demolished most of her shoulder? He has helped me once before, and I believe he will aid me again, but I have little time—or she does—to waste, and I need his help now.”

“Which is why I summoned him after I left you,” Crilyne called out. She heard two sets of footsteps before someone touched her forehead and she found herself yanked through the levels of the world, past the presence of other worlds, and into the shadows.

The Islierre was watching her keenly when everything cleared. She was standing in the mirror image of his castle. Standing, and able to see. Her subconscious helpfully filled things in and ignored the fact she was dying. The Islierre’s features were smooth, but icy. He was furious. His eyes snapped with anger, and their color was an orange so vivid it made Midestol’s eyes look pink.

“You saved Shalion,” he said without preamble when he realized she was somewhat alive and okay in his shadowland.

“Yes,” she admitted, relieved it was easier to speak here. For now. “I couldn’t have used the magic on me,” she added before he could ask or accuse. “Having it outside my system slowed the progression of magic those arrows are infused with.”

“Where are the arrows from?”

“Another world. I believe that the price to acquire them was higher than the former Thinyen realized; the creatures we have been fighting slipped through when he was bargaining for the arrows.”

“You are certain of this?”

“No, but I know the creatures and the arrows come from the same world. I can sense it,” she clarified before he could ask. Closing her eyes as a wave of weakness struck her, she put her hand over one of the wounds missing from her form here. She could still feel the damage being done by it. “Since the Thinyen was always rather careless when he reached outside of our world, I am confident he accidentally delivered the doorway to our world to the creatures. I doubt he realized in the beginning—or even the end—what he had done.”

“And his daughter?”

“She had no knowledge. She’s been trying to help me,” Z replied evenly. She hated being interrogated, especially now. “Any other questions?” she asked in a testy tone.

“Will you survive this?”

“It is unlikely.” She met his gaze squarely. “I cannot help the Mithane, and I do not believe this is within his skill range. It is foreign magic and a foreign poison; there is little he can do.” Had she known where Dyslentio was, she might have had a chance of reaching him, but without Nivaradros she had no idea how to find the Kryhista. She didn’t even know if Nivaradros had kept him apprised of her condition.

The Islierre stood at long last and approached her with all the grace his race was born with, but each step was infused with anger. He grabbed her shoulders, and she fought to keep from reacting to the contact and the threatening power he gave off.

“I brought you here,” he said softly, almost threateningly. “There is a possibility I could keep your subconscious here. I do not know for how long, and I do not know if your death would destroy you if I shielded you and kept you unaware of your demise.” He studied her. “Or,” he said quietly. “I could summon the Shade—a Shade—and have them change you.”

“They cannot.”

“They can. They simply have not because the Dragon did everything including forbidding it. You could have performed the change, but you threw your magic away to save my son—”

“He is worth every bit of it,” she whispered. “Islierre, you doubt him, but he is stronger than you know. He will be worthy of his people and you when the time comes.”

“Perhaps, but you are worth more, and you just gained your immortality!”

She could feel herself fading quickly. “You cannot hold me,” she told him honestly. “And I cannot hold on much longer. The Mithane has taxed his abilities to their limit, and he still cannot detach the arrows. Without them I stand a chance, but as long as they are within me I have none.”

“Then I will go and remove them.” Before she could tell him it was impossible, the Islierre vanished. The shadowland shifted dangerously as he left—a sign of how furious he was—but his control and hold were solid; nothing else happened.

She took the time to settle into a chair, putting her head in her hands and her hands in her lap. She felt tired, and it took everything she had to keep from falling unconscious to the floor. And she wasn’t even entirely present. Instead she forced herself to stand, to walk the lines the tiles formed beneath her feet as she waited. She remembered the first time she had entered the halls of the Islierre’s castle at Shalion’s side. She recalled the anger she had seen burning in the young immortal’s eyes at the sight of his father.

He hadn’t been willing to risk her meeting the Islierre alone; he’d openly told her he presumed his father would slay her the second he realized she was mortal. But he had taken her into the heart of Jaserik, and deep into the realm of its court. Shalion had brought her before his father and solemnly sworn before the Court that he would personally attack anyone foolish enough to challenge her, or harm her in any way. It hadn’t been the most thought out or impressive speech in her mind, but she found the Ryelentions to be spellbound by their Islierri’s words. Prior to that event, Shalion had allegedly never confronted or challenged anyone. He was the silent heir, an heir many had presumed when she had met him to be without power. The only thing they had been willing to acknowledge was his fighting skills.

The memory brought a smile, but the smile faded quickly. Shalion and the Islierre’s relationship made hers and Midestol’s look like a normal family’s. She didn’t know everything that had happened between them, but she knew enough. She also knew there was very little chance the relationship would mend before the death of the Islierre or the Islierri. It was times like this she wished immortals were not quite so adept at holding grudges. She didn’t blame Shalion for his anger, but she did blame him for letting his anger keep him from speaking with his father about necessary things. Like his desire to make Azabell his Islierriera. Speaking of which, she had to speak with the Islierre about Azabell, and she had to do it before she died.

Right as she thought about it, she felt the arrow closest to her heart leave her flesh with a jerk. Not even the shadowland protected her from the sensation, and despite the lack of pain, her body registered it as a fatal injury. She found herself on the ground before she could even try to stay standing. The second arrow followed soon after, and Z let out a cry of fear as she struggled to stay alive both in the shadowland and her world. Her vision went grey briefly, and she fought for every second of breath and consciousness as she forced herself to stand again.

“Islierre,” she whispered brokenly as she gave up trying to keep her balance.

Sinking to her knees, she closed her eyes in agony from the magic that was overwhelming her system as the protection the shadowland had offered her vanished completely. It was events like this that made her not happy to have her sensitivity to magic—those senses were going insane, and because of it her ability to ignore her wounds had collapsed. Worse, her body was too aware of her condition to allow her to fight or ignore it. Dampness suddenly touched her shoulder and close to her heart, and Z glanced down weakly to see two growing stains of red on her clothes.

“Zimliya!”

The Islierre was abruptly beside her, and his arms caught her around the waist. It was a testament to how weak she was that she didn’t lash out at him when he tried to bring her to her feet.

“He’s working on it, but you have to give him time. Fight,” he ordered her coldly. “Do not choose now to give into the fatality you always managed to ignore before. You never acknowledged your human weaknesses when you were a mortal.”

“Believe me when I say I am fighting,” she whispered as her eyes closed. “But since you are here, I need to speak with you about Azabell.” She felt his recoil from the name and struggled to speak before he could. “She is not—she is nothing—like the rest of her family. I did my research, Islierre, and I even consulted my seeing talent, and the Mithane’s. She is not a danger to your kingdom. She may very well be everything you could have ever dreamed of getting from an Islierriera—” she struggled to say more, but she found her ability to speak had expired. She was too close to death, too weak, and it took everything she had to buy the Mithane more time. She couldn’t afford to die, not yet.

And the Islierre’s anger vanished when he realized she couldn’t fight any longer. “Steady,” he said gently as he lifted her. “You’re not helping yourself. Try to stay with me, but don’t talk. I will consider Azabell. I am unhappy with my son’s interest in her, but given how he is, it shouldn’t come as a surprise. I was hopeful he would show more interest in you—especially with the gossip and his jesting displays of affection—but what is done is done. If you say Azabell is worth considering, then I will evaluate her carefully.”

He carried her back over towards his throne. “Just stay with me a little longer, Zimliya,” he requested, or ordered—it certainly sounded more like an order. “The Mithane is working as fast as he is able, now that the arrows are gone, but it will take some time. Shalion asked me to personally tell you that if you die, he is never going to forgive you and everything Nivaradros did to protect and aid you is rendered ineffective.

“Stay with me,” he repeated as her eyes began to grow heavy. “Just this one time. We’re doing everything we can to help you, but you have to award us something to work with. I know you’re wounded, I know you should already have passed, but you haven’t, and even the Shade is lending what aid he can. I know what I’m asking of you, but, just try, just a little longer.”

And that alone was a surprise. Z almost wished she could capture this event. If the Islierre, the Mithane, Crilyne, Shalion, and Dyiavea were all working together without her threatening them, she was certain it was a record. Even that, however, wasn’t enough, and despite all of her efforts, Z found herself slipping away even faster. The water—her life—was slipping through her fingers too fast to catch, and too quickly to slow.

She was dimly aware of the Mithane’s magic, but it wasn’t undoing the damage quickly enough to save her. Struggling to return from the shadowland so she could attempt to tell him to stop—to save his energy for something more worthwhile—she found the Islierre thwarted her attempt. He clearly feared that letting her go meant surrendering her to her death, and she realized then just how much he didn’t want her death.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered to him, or to everyone; she wasn’t sure. Surrendering into what she felt was inevitable, she heard the Islierre’s frantic demands, but couldn’t manage to grasp the words before everything abruptly ended.


Shalion

Waiting for word was impossible. With over seven centuries behind him, Shalion knew he should have been better at this, but it was hard to accept nothing in the face of a possible disaster. He idly pulled at the bandages that surrounded his chest in an attempt to distract his thoughts from the depressing path they were heading down. He had decided against wearing a shirt since he was wrapped from hips to shoulders in a thick padding of bandages; clothing just felt awkward over it.

It was like wearing armor for the first time, except there wasn’t any weight to it and it wouldn’t stop a weapon of any kind. Or at least any weapon that could truly harm him. It also slightly impaired some of his movements, but that was a minor irritation considering the alternative. It was a shield against one lone danger; the danger of bleeding out. Zimliya had managed to somehow sever the shaft of the arrow that had pierced his chest in half, but she hadn’t been able to do much more than a basic healing. Her aid had allowed him to flee before the Dralations had arrived to finish him off, as they had done to any surviving Ryelentions of their group.

The magic residue and the poison had been wiped clean by her aid, but the wound itself had already been the size of a grapefruit when he’d escaped the arrow. It had been slowly fighting to close when Zimliya’s magic had either run out, been called back, or no longer had had the focus of a living mage driving it. He’d feared it was the last, but he had been unable to return to her immediately.

By the time he had managed to regain enough strength to return, Dyiavea had been at Zimliya’s side and he had discovered that while Zimliya was still alive, it was far too close to truly count her among the living. Also, he could do nothing to aid her, and that left him feeling inferior and frustrated. The arrows—and she had been hit not once, but twice—had done so much damage by the time he had reached her that any aid he could have offered had been futile.

Dyiavea had been so beside herself with the guilt that her father had been the one behind the attack that she had barely been able to explain what she knew about those arrows. Unfortunately, what she had said hadn’t been beneficial, and she hadn’t known how to remove them without killing Zimliya.

Luck, as humans termed it, had sort of been on their side. The Mithane had come in haste, but Zimliya had already turned white from blood loss, and Shalion knew her words weren’t spoken entirely with knowledge. The bigger sign of trouble was the fact she didn’t even openly acknowledge the Mithane’s presence, and she hadn’t struggled against his aid. She had had nothing left to offer them, nothing but the somewhat unsteady rise and fall of her chest to indicate that yes, she was still breathing.

Her heart rate had bounced between rapid and skipping beats, and none of them had known how to counter that. Worse, the Mithane wanted him to fetch his father of all people; Shalion couldn’t honestly say he trusted his father with Zimliya’s life. He’d balked at the request, but his refusal hadn’t prevented his fear from coming true. The Shade he despised, Crilyne, had approached with the Islierre on his heels.

He’d been unable to stop his father from taking Zimliya’s subconscious into his shadowland, and powerless to keep her safe from the possible treachery his father was capable of. He had promised the Dragon he would keep her safe, promised Nivaradros he would protect her to the best of his abilities, but the first time that oath had been tested he had failed. She had ended up in the hands of his father, and Shalion knew all too well how dangerous the Islierre was.

He’d been forced to remain behind to watch as the Mithane struggled to heal a wound that was growing an eighth of an inch per second, and they hadn’t been able to detach Zimliya from the arrows. It had been a losing battle; Zimliya had grown weaker as he watched. Eyes closed, skin pale enough to make her look past the lands of the living already, she’d looked anything but peaceful, and he had felt the weight of his failure profoundly. Blood had steadily trickled from the right corner of her mouth, and while it hadn’t been a large amount, he knew what it portrayed and predicted in humans.

Yet she had held on. The minutes fell into over an hour, and Zimliya continued to breathe. The Mithane continued losing his battle with her wounds, but Zimliya did not succumb to them. Instead they’d all gotten to watched in horror as the magic and poison that had been attached to the arrows ate away bigger portions of her skin, as she’d shed more blood—more life—on the ground. Her lightning, shockingly, had emerged and started to condense around the hole closest to her heart, but even that seemed to do little to aid her. And then his father had returned. Shalion recalled being torn between relief and alarm as his father had reached out to grab the arrows. Using shadow in a dangerous manner, the Islierre had slowly burned through—or somehow destroyed—the metal shafts of both arrows until they could finally move Zimliya away from them, off of them.

It should have solved everything, but it had solved nothing. Zimliya only seemed to grow weaker as the Mithane’s power finally began to make progress on her wounds. Shalion had angrily forced his way to one side of her, but he couldn’t aid her or the Mithane. Stranger still, the Mithane’s magic was slowly healing the injuries, but that only seemed to weaken her.

He had been in the middle of pointing this out when a backlash of power struck them. The Mithane abruptly collapsed, Z stopped breathing the minute her heart stopped beating, and the injuries he had sustained earlier were aggravated by the backlash. When he had managed to get to his feet, he found Crilyne hadn’t been a victim of the backlash and was already touching Zimliya’s head.

“Don’t you dare turn her into a Shade!” he’d snarled at the undead immortal.

“I am not attempting that just yet, never fear,” Crilyne had answered gravely, but Shalion saw a touch of magic enter Zimliya’s chest—the fact it was visible had been alarming—and a moment later Zimliya jerked as if in pain, before she’d started breathing once more. “Let us tend to the Mithane, and to you, Shalion—there is little more we can do for her right now. She will live for now.”

That had been seven days ago. The only positive thing to have come since that time was that Zimliya hadn’t perished again. The Mithane was still unconscious and under the protection of his people. No one was certain he would recover from whatever had struck him. Without the Mithane or Zimliya, their forces were in disarray; no one could decide how to proceed. Somehow the lack of a solid command hadn’t gotten them all killed.

Shalion wasn’t a fool though. Midestol had pulled his forces overnight the day Zimliya had gotten attacked, and that was the sole reason they hadn’t lost. No one knew where those forces had gone, but they were not within the Syallibion lands, and none of the kingdoms that were still talking to Zyrhis had seen them either. It was a small blessing—and one they had desperately needed—but Shalion was suspicious over the event. What had caused Midestol to just up and leave a war he could have won with Zimliya’s injuries? He also wondered what the Dark Mage’s move would cost them in the future.

“Islierri?”

He blinked before nodding politely to the Alantaion guard who stood before him suddenly. The man regarded him with both annoyance and compassion, which implied he’d missed his name at least once. The man’s presence here was instantly alarming, though, and Shalion’s thoughts immediately skipped to the worst possible news.

“The Mithane—” he began apprehensively.

“Is awake and wishes to speak with you,” the Alantaion remarked in a neutral tone. “He is,” the man added as his voice grew an edge, “extremely weak. I would advise you to keep your temper to a minimum.”

As he wasn’t angry, Shalion found the order confusing, but decided not to comment. He followed his escort back to the Mithane’s tent and was met with a sight he hadn’t expected. There was a swarm of guards before him, and Shalion was slightly intimidated to be this outnumbered by Alantaions without Zimliya within the vicinity. With the war officially on hold, the Alantaions had evidently decided to guard their ruler impressively well—he considered it bordering on a level of paranoia. Then again, as the Mithane was currently exiled from his own kingdom, his weakened state could make him a target of some of his own people.

“You have permission to enter,” one of the five guards at the flap told him coldly. “You have an hour.” Two of them stepped aside, and Shalion slipped into the tent cautiously. He trusted Shevieck, and he liked the Mithane, but he didn’t trust or like any of the other Alantaions at all. Now he was surrounded by them.

The tent was surprisingly shadowed given the height of the sun, the color and weight of the fabric, and the lighting inside the temporary domicile. The Mithane, however, was waiting for him, so Shalion took little note of the furniture and arrangement of the floor space. Calm brown eyes met and held his before the Mithane inclined his head slightly to indicate a chair beside the bed someone had hastily found after the Mithane’s collapse. The Alantaion looked old and ill. His movements also lacked some of the grace Shalion was used to seeing, but he didn’t doubt the Mithane could still defend himself if needed.

“Mithane,” he greeted politely as he took the seat the immortal gestured to.

“Shalion,” the Mithane replied evenly. “How fares Zimliya?”

Surprised, his eyes narrowed briefly. “They aren’t telling you anything?”

“I believe they are under the impression keeping me in the dark will prevent me from tending to her,” the Mithane observed with a grimace. “It is not entirely accurate; I am simply too exhausted to move.” His eyes darkened to mostly black. “Does she still live?”

Closing his eyes, Shalion sighed. “We believe so,” he said quietly. “Crilyne has all but attacked anyone who has ventured close to his tent. He’s not tolerating visitors. I wish I had more information, but he hasn’t told us anything regarding her condition. There is enough magic surrounding the area that I am convinced she is alive, but due to the power he’s using I am going to—again, this is a guess—say she will not remain alive for long.”

The Mithane’s eyes closed for a moment as his opened. “I wish you had better news,” the Alantaion finally said after a long pause. “But while I am not able to aid her, I am not willing to lose her either.” Hissing softly as he swung his legs over the side of the bed, the Mithane attempted to stand. Shalion stood immediately as it became clear the Mithane was not strong enough to succeed.

“Perhaps you should tell me what you seek, and I will bring it to you?” Shalion offered tentatively as he helped the Alantaion ruler—the true one—back into the bed.

“Perhaps,” the Mithane agreed with an edge in his tone. An edge that wasn’t directed at Shalion. It was the frustration over the strength one was lacking that one so desperately wanted. “On my desk there is an old, black pouch bound with ancient magic that is long before your time—runes you cannot read should reveal themselves as you approach it.”

That was less than comforting to hear. “Is it dangerous?” he demanded as he nevertheless stood and worked his way over to a desk that made his whole tent look tidy. It wasn’t that the desk was messy per se, but the amount of paperwork was at least three feet high in some places. Eyeing the desk with concern as he approached it, he began to look for the bag without touching anything.

“No, it is not. It contains nothing more than old healing magic, but it may be enough to help Zimliya—if she still lives. Honestly, you left her with the Shade?! Alone?! Did everyone’s senses take leave? I know you are injured, but no one else is.”

“Crilyne grabbed her and had her barricaded in his tent before any of us could stop him,” Shalion explained tiredly as he tried to negotiate the desk without knocking anything over. Finding what he sought after several minutes, he watched as golden runes did light up around the dark fabric at his touch. There was also a slight tingling sensation as he carried it back to the Mithane.

“No, don’t bring it here,” the Alantaion criticized. “Take it to the Shade. Perhaps he will let you see Zimliya—in fact, insist upon it. I want to know how she is doing.” His eyes were half brown and half black, but Shalion nodded and moved to leave.

“I will let you know her condition,” he promised the Mithane. “As Zimliya constantly reminds us, the time to keep secrets between kingdoms is long past. Especially when it concerns her. Your guards may be hard to get through.”

“My tent is surrounded?” the Mithane asked drily.

“That is a bit of an understatement. I believe, if you hadn’t summoned me, I would have been turned away.”

The Mithane chuckled, and his eyes went solid brown. “I’ll talk to them,” he promised. “This is the first time they have seen me this weak, and I think they are frightened by it. For every previous injury, Chevello had me safely tucked away. My people are unaware of all the times I died, or came very close, in the past.”

Shalion blinked in surprise. “Died?!” he asked in astonishment. “You’ve died? When? How are you alive then?!” So many other questions threatened to escape, but he swallowed them and waited for the Alantaion to answer.

The Mithane’s eyes flickered with amusement. “Truly you didn’t think Zimliya was entirely alone in that regard,” he replied with a soft, weak, chuckle. “It is a trait of healers, though most of us do not have dangerous enough lives to reveal this aspect of the talent. Healers are very difficult to kill, Shalion. Surely you knew this.”

“Zimliya is not a true healer.”

“But she is, Shalion, she has simply ignored it, and I suspect she unintentionally blocked her ability to fully access her power. Her body and her magic, however, cannot ignore the power it can grab in order to fix itself. In Zimliya’s case, her magic works without her permission; in my case, I’ve tuned my skills to accomplish a better, faster healing, but even that takes time.”

Shalion was astonished the Mithane had revealed this to him. He was, in spite of himself, touched, and he was envious of Shevieck. This was the type of father he would have preferred.

“Why is this not common knowledge?” he wanted to know.

“Most healers are healers. To be in a position of power, to be a warrior, to not heal, is a struggle for most of us. Ending a life, to most, is something we cannot consider. Zimliya shunned that part of herself, so she can ignore it. I chose to fight some of my instincts, and my position as the Mithane prevented me from becoming a true healer. Also, some of us have such a weak talent that it is not a problem.” The Mithane saw his expression and chuckled again.

“As a healer, just assisting those who come seeking aid, there is less danger. Injuries, if they come, arrive by the hands of people who are generally passing through and those people do not stay around to ensure the healer does not survive. The minute we are injured, all of our power rushes to the injury and, as a result, we seemingly pull off the impossible. Yes, we can still be killed, but we have an advantage over most. Zimliya, of course, is an exception for a human, but she is not alone with her ability to survive. The Rangers—”

“I’ve seen Kitra’s injuries. I blame her, between the two of us, for how Zimliya treats her own wounds,” Shalion rolled his eyes.

The Mithane smiled. “Kitra, however, allows healers or she would not have survived as long as she has, and as long she must.” His eyes darkened with concern. “While we are discussing injuries, how are you?” he added quietly as his eyes moved to the bandages Shalion knew he would be wearing for some time yet.

“Surprisingly well; Zimliya managed to save me,” he said with a shrug. “But she only managed to free me before she got hit—if she wasn’t hit when she tried to help me. I will recover in time.”

“I could not have done even that,” the Mithane admitted. “She and I will have to sit down and discuss healing in depth one day soon to see if we can get her talent under control. I want to see that day,” he added. “Make sure the Shade is well aware he is not to change her into one of them. A Shade, after all, cannot heal others. Healing is a talent that belongs only to the living.”

Knowing he had no chance against Crilyne, Shalion bowed in silence, and left the Mithane to seek the Shade on the opposite side of the encampment.

The Shade’s tent made his skin twitch from the magic that was encompassing it. Since no one walked within forty feet of the thing, Shalion knew he wasn’t the only one reacting to it. Still, he was unable to avoid it. Gritting his teeth as he got within five feet of the flap, he closed his eyes and braced himself for a possible attack.

“Crilyne, I’ve been to see the Mithane!” he shouted angrily. “I have something that can help her, but I want to see her before I relinquish it!”

Silence, broken only by birds in the distance, was his answer. Anger emerged slowly, and Shalion considered trying to breach Crilyne’s wards before there was a release of power. The blast forced him to take a step back, but there was still no answer from Shade. Unwilling to approach, Shalion waited until Crilyne emerged. Eyes glittering dangerously, the Shade appeared anything but safe.

“After you,” Crilyne snapped as he gestured towards his tent. His eyes, however, were searching for something.

Shalion held up the small bag he’d been entrusted with and watched in relief as the Shade relaxed a hair. “He said it would help,” Shalion informed the Shade softly.

“That remains to be seen, but it might,” Crilyne said in a controlled tone. The dangerous air around him vanished, and Shalion had a feeling whatever he carried—and he planned to find out—was known by the Shade.

Hesitating, Shalion stepped into the tent before Crilyne, and immediately searched for Zimliya. When he didn’t see her, Shalion felt a touch of panic surround him before he forced it down. She had to be here. Whirling to face the Shade, Shalion’s temper began to simmer once more.

“Where is she?” he demanded with a hiss.

Crilyne’s smile was cutting, but he gestured slightly, and Shalion followed his hand as Zimliya appeared before his eyes. Lying on a cot in a corner—drenched in sweat—was the woman he loved. Shalion handed the Shade the pouch before hurrying over to her side. Kneeling beside her, ignoring the pain he was causing himself, Shalion brushed the soaked hair back from her forehead.

She was weak—worse than weak—and her breathing was ragged. There was a spot of red from her shoulders to her hips, signifying the amount of blood she had lost since the Shade had bandaged her, and she was bandaged. Shalion felt almost naked after looking at the thick layers the Shade had covered Zimliya with. Worse, Shalion was positive her wounds were infected by the smell he detected in the air.

He hated seeing her like this. It was always difficult to see Zimliya take an injury, but the ones that could steal her from them were the hardest. As she had just recently gained immortality, this one was that much harder to accept. She was supposed to be safer, and yet she was now the closest to her demise that he felt she ever had been, and he’d seen her past the living. He’d been there just over a year ago when she’d perished after completing the Tenian barrier.

“Stay here with us, Zimliya,” he whispered in her ear as he brushed his lips over her forehead. “I know I have no right to ask, I am certain you are tired of us, and I know you’ve sacrificed more than anyone should, but come back to us. Stay here. Do not allow this to claim you. Fight this.” She stirred briefly, weakly, at his words, but he wasn’t sure she was aware of them. Murmuring reassurances to get her to settle down so she wouldn’t harm herself, he kissed her forehead once more as she quieted. Covering her chest with a sheet, he straightened and turned to face the Shade.

“I forgot the bond you two share,” Crilyne muttered as his eyes narrowed. There was once again a dark edge to Crilyne, but it eventually softened. “Well, Ryelention,” the Shade breathed. “What do you think of Zimliya’s condition?” There was a sardonic tone that lay under the Shade’s curiosity, and it caused his anger to sharpen. “Will you continue to petition me over turning her into a Shade?”

“Yessss,” Shalion snarled. “Don’t you dare!”

“She is dying! The Mithane collapsed trying to heal her!” Crilyne spat. “Yet you are perfectly content to force her to suffer rather than let me do the one thing that will end her suffering while allowing us to keep her.”

“Turning her into a Shade is not the answer!” he snapped back at the Shade. “It keeps her here, yes, but she can be bound, controlled, and taken by sleep. We do not want that. Try the Mithane’s aid first,” he added coldly.

The Shade’s features displayed his rage, but Crilyne moved past him to touch Zimliya’s face. Picking up the hands that he had just covered, Crilyne placed the pouch in the woman’s hands, and closed her fingers over it. Shalion expected the Shade to have to do more, but the runes began to glow through her hands. After at least ten minutes, the runes faded and Shalion let out a sigh of relief as Zimliya appeared to breathe more easily.

Crilyne gently took the remains of the bag from Zimliya’s hands. Touching her forehead once more, the Shade nodded absently and relaxed further. “I will wait,” he said quietly. “I will stay my hand for a little while longer, but when the time comes, Ryelention,” he warned as Shalion headed to the door, “I will let nothing stand in my way. I have surrendered her to her fate too many times. This time I plan to force it to go my way.”

Inclining his head stiffly—not trusting himself to speak—Shalion left and headed to return to the Mithane. If Crilyne meant to turn Zimliya into a Shade, then he wanted her in someone else’s care. As the Shade currently had her locked in his tent, Shalion saw prevention as the only way. Unless he spoke with his father …

The thought brought him up short. Changing directions, he moved to find the one being in the world with enough control of the shadows that Shalion was positive Crilyne’s defensive spells would be powerless against him. Ten minutes later, Shalion cleared his throat outside the Islierre’s tent. He expected silence, anger, or a curt dismissal, but instead the flap opened on its own, and he ducked his head to enter.

His father was standing with his back to him, but Shalion could tell he had been waiting for him. “Zimliya?” the Islierre demanded in a lowered tone.

“He intends to turn her the minute she weakens,” Shalion replied as his jaw tightened.

His father turned. “Then you come to ask me to fetch her.”

“I have.”

“I will not.” The Islierre turned away. “Before you decide to storm out in anger, let me explain. Also, I wish to speak to you about Azabell.”

Shalion had been on his way out when the name stopped him in his tracks. “She talked to you?” he whispered. He didn’t know why he had even asked. Of course Zimliya would have spoken to his father about Azabell. She’d promised she would, and her injuries would have made it critical to discuss his desire with the Islierre immediately.

“She did. She was quite concerned and upset, but the poison was deep within her veins at that point, so I believe she was more prone to emotions than usual. If you truly wish to have Azabell as your Islierriera, I will allow it if we come to an agreement. Crilyne will not be able to change Zimliya into a Shade. He may make the attempt, but it will be thwarted every time. He does, however, have to be with her. He is the only one who can take her where she needs to be. The rest of us, regrettably, will just have to wait for her return. I was assured she will not perish,” the Islierre added, “but her recovery will be slow.”

“Who told you this?”

“I am not inclined to say, but I believe them, and so my offer is this: let Crilyne keep Zimliya, and I will remove Azabell’s name from the list of traitors.”

“And if he kills her?”

“He won’t, Shalion. And if she is endangered I will find a way to deliver her to the Alantaions. I will swear it with magic if you demand it of me.”

Shocked, Shalion let the words sink in. “I will agree to those conditions, but she is weak, Islierre, and the Shade is not the Mithane.”

“I will keep that in mind. Let me know when you speak to Azabell.” It was a dismissal and Shalion took it as such.

His father’s confidence in whoever or whatever had told him Zimliya would survive was unexpected, and Shalion found he had to believe it. If it was true—if she would survive—then Shalion’s plan could go forward. The Dragon’s gift to him a couple of years previously would finally be put to use, and Zimliya would be forced into a position she so rightly deserved to have.

If she survived. If Midestol didn’t kill her while she was recovering from her injuries. And if he managed to keep the rest of the heirs together while she recovered. Dyiavea had gained some animosity from some of the other heirs overnight despite the fact he’d spoken up on her behalf. He’d need to resolve the brewing tempers before the Dralation was attacked, especially with how uptight everyone was. It would, he knew, take work. He didn’t have Zimliya’s ability to get along with everyone—whom she wanted to, and when she wanted to—and he didn’t have her aptitude with getting others to tolerate those they normally wouldn’t. He also was lacking the history that she held and used against them when someone tried to push against her.

Of course, she liked that; the tension. The instant where it was possible for a disaster to occur. She often even attempted to coax some of the disasters into action when she was truly bored. Shalion, on the other hand, chose those times to find cover. He had seen the results in other instances, and he preferred the quiet. One of these days he was going to have to speak to the Mithane regarding that particular trait of Zimliya’s, he suspected it had something to do with her past.

The Mithane knew more about Zimliya than any immortal save the Shade, and Shalion would never ask Crilyne anything. Especially not when the Shade was outside of Zimliya’s control. Heading back to his tent, Shalion pushed aside his flap before freezing in surprise when he came face-to-face with Crilyne. The Shade’s eyes were gleaming with power, and Shalion automatically took a step back before mentally cursing himself for the display of weakness.

“Yes?” he inquired icily. “I take it basic manners are now beneath you?”

Crilyne’s shrug implied a subtle threat. “You were gone for some time. Sit. We need to talk.”

Only a Shade could stroll into another immortal’s tent and start giving commands. Well, only a Shade or Zimliya. Shalion, however, didn’t feel like arguing with a being he couldn’t terminate, so he lowered himself into the only chair his tent contained.

“What do you want?” he demanded when Crilyne made no move to start the conversation.

“I’d like to apologize,” the Shade began slowly. “It is not your fault Zimliya was injured, and you did bring me the only thing that seems to have stabilized her. I understand it was from the Mithane, but he apparently isn’t willing to face me.”

As the Mithane was unable to stand, Shalion was tempted to debate this, but since the Mithane was unable to stand, and Crilyne looked like he wanted to kill someone, he decided not to press things.

“We all care about her,” he answered in an even tone.

It was forced, but he managed it, and he managed to keep his hand away from the small poisoned dagger he carried in his boot. Since the dagger would serve no purpose other than to make the Shade bleed, attacking him was about as effective as fighting the Shade with a feather. Then again, Crilyne really did look ready to murder someone. Of all Zimliya’s Shades, Crilyne was the one Shalion distrusted the most, the one he expected to betray her. There was something about him Shalion had always distrusted.

“We do,” Crilyne agreed with a sigh. “And as much as it pains me to admit it, I no longer have the power—though that is not the right word—over her and her decisions that I once held. It is hard to accept the dangers and risks she will face; harder still to see the outcome when it causes her harm. This,” he added, “is difficult for me to accept with any kind of grace. But it is not your fault. You’re also injured, you did everything you could to help her, and she happens—magic knows why—to like you. Your demise is tempting, but she would never forgive me if I killed any one of her allies. I regrettably must wait and hope for a positive outcome. An outcome I feel will not occur. I preferred things when I knew she would be alright.”

The Shade began to pace. “Worse, I think I preferred it when she was being stalked by the Dragon; she would already be well.” Crilyne’s lips twitched with suppressed, but disgusted, amusement. “He asked you to watch after her, didn’t he?”

“Pardon?”

“I’m not lacking basic observation skills,” Crilyne said irritably. “I went to the clearing where Nivaradros died. You were there. You were present while he was dying. What did the two of you discuss if you didn’t speak of the only human who ever managed to survive Nivaradros? The only human he ever cared about?”

Well, so much for that secret. “Yes, I was there,” Shalion confirmed. “And yes, he asked me to watch over her. He didn’t want her to close herself off again. Apparently, he knew more about her than I suspected. He knew he was dying and he wanted someone to make sure she survived. I haven’t,” he added as his guilt surfaced, “done the best of jobs at that; feel free to remind me.”

“You did what you could,” Crilyne answered after a long pause. “You did more than most. Tell me this though, Shalion, will she move past the Dragon?”

He knew what the Shade wanted to hear, wished he could offer him that answer. “Unlikely,” Shalion told Crilyne as he tapped the arm of his chair. “She made her choice. Nivaradros was the only being she was willing to trust enough. She may accept others as friends—she already has—but the Dragon won the battle for her, and she can’t accept another. Not yet, possibly not ever.”

“Even for a human, she is too loyal.” Crilyne’s gaze turned outward, past the lands they currently were settled on. “I will take her back to the home she has claimed then. I should be able to enter it since it is hers. There, I will see if I cannot keep her alive. Here, I fear she will only grow weaker, and with her allies wanting to constantly check on her, my patience has faded. Since I am trying to avoid angering her, I believe the best course of action is to remove myself from an area where I am certain I will be moved to violence. The cave she has chosen to claim is easily defendable, and I believe she will be safest there. Once I assure her that, no, I did not remove her from a battle zone without permission.”

Shalion smiled. “She will demand to know that first,” he agreed. “Will I be able to contact you?”

“If you do so sparingly, yes.”

“Sparingly?”

“As in not every. Single. Minute. I have to specify this,” Crilyne added with a roll of his hard, black eyes, “because you will be tempted to. If her condition drastically changes, I will let you know. I find it annoying, pointless, and wasteful to remark on little to no changes. Especially given the fact it tends to bring out sharp tempers—as if the lack of improvement is a deliberate thing I am striving for.”

Shalion’s smile contained no warmth. “Understandable. I feel I should warn you though, my father and I are planning to retake our kingdom.”

“While she is unconscious? You may want her to stay unconscious then,” Crilyne remarked as his brows rose sharply. “If anything happens to either one of you she is likely to be livid, and if one of you dies, the survivor is going to have to face her wrath.”

“Undoubtedly. However, occasionally she has been likewise vexed with us when we chose to wait for her. If you don’t want me waiting for news, you will shove me towards my kingdom, happily sit back, and hope I get myself killed.”

“Except, if you die, I will have to deal with her ire. My anger has not caused my intelligence to vanish. If anything happens to you, and Zimliya finds out we had this conversation—and it’s her, so she will—she will have my hide.”

“You make her sound vindictive.”

“She can be when someone lacks the sense to prevent someone else she cares about from doing something possibly suicidal. Unless, of course, that person is a human. Then they are perfectly allowed to kill themselves. She calls it ‘natural culling.’”

Shaking his head at the thought, Shalion chuckled. “Alright,” he said as he held up his hands. “We will wait a month or so, but no longer, Crilyne. If she hasn’t woken by then, we will move forward with our plans. We are tired of being exiled, and exhausted from dealing with other immortals.”

“As am I. I am not bothering to inform anyone else that I am taking Zimliya. Nor will I. I leave that announcement in your capable hands. If you are concerned for your health, I would advise taking to your shadowland and contacting everyone from there. No one outside of your father can reach you there, after all.” Crilyne turned and headed towards the tent flap. “We will be in touch.”
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