
        
            
                
            
        

    When the winter has almost no sun, monsters wake and torment the locals until a dragon rises in the frost.
 
 
Kabyl’s family has run a careful supply business, keeping the essentials in stock in order to help her town and the villages around it survive the long, dark winter.
Rumors of beasts beyond the standard shifters are beginning to surface, and when regulars don’t show up for their fuel rations, Kabyl has to brave the dark and the cold to find out if natural death has taken her family’s friends or if there is something darker than death in the land of snow.
A wellness check turns into a fight for survival, and Kabyl has to dig deep to stay alive. She had no idea she was going to find a dragon. The dragon was just as surprised.
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Chapter One
 
 
Kabyl climbed the ladder with one hand, the other one steadied the bag of flour on her shoulder. She heard her mother chattering on about the shortening of days and the answering comments by the woman waiting for her flour.
Kabyl pushed the bag onto the mat she had placed for just such a purpose. “Here you go, Mrs. Bessinger.”
The woman smiled with relief. “Oh, thank you. Can you put it in the wagon?”
“Of course. Is the invoice ready? I can gather anything that’s missing.”
Her mother blushed. “Sorry, pet. I forgot the invoice.”
Kabyl smiled. “No problem. Just give me a minute.”
She went to the terminal and looked over the supplies on the counter and the pot of jam that Mrs. Bessinger had in her purse. She added in the invoice and printed it out. “Here you go, Mrs. Bessinger. Look it over and make sure I didn’t miss anything.”
As the woman went through the list, her cheeks pinked suddenly, and she nodded, signing her name to the final line. Kabyl made a copy and folded it up, sliding it into the paper surrounding the joint of meat from the freezer.
“I will load it all into your wagon, Ma’am. Just a moment.”
Kabyl picked up the one-hundred-pound bag of flour over her shoulder, and she walked out of the supply depot and to the low wagon on runners that passed for winter transport. The flour dropped onto the bed, sending snowflakes scattering. Kabyl grabbed the box and brought it inside to refill.
She packed the groceries swiftly, and when she had settled it outside in the wagon, she returned to fold her sleeves down and button them. “There you go, missus. You are all ready. See you in a month?”
“Two. Barnord was able to get some deer this fall. We are pretty well supplied.”
Kabyl smiled. “Well, if you need anything, you know where we are.”
Mrs. Bessinger nodded. “Thank you, Mrs. Ambermarle. Kabyl, it has been a pleasure as always.”
“I look forward to sparring with you again.” Kabyl nodded and winked at her.
Mrs. Bessinger smiled and waved, flipping up her hood before she left to get onto her wagon, and a sharp whistle woke her dogs.
Kabyl looked at the reddening light, and she sighed. “We lost a few more minutes today.”
“Don’t worry. Your father will be home within the hour, and we will have a nice family dinner. He is going to have to lock in for winter.” Her mother chuckled.
Kabyl snorted and downloaded all of the day’s invoices with a few clicks. “He goes where he’s called to.”
Her mother sighed. “I know, but I can hope.”
Kabyl laughed, and they headed for their living quarters on the other side of the shop. Dinner was a heavy stew, just the right thing for a cold day.
It took twenty minutes before the back door opened, and her father stood in the vestibule to stomp the snow off his boots. Kabyl smiled and got his spot ready at the table.
Mander Ambermarle came in and inhaled with a grin. “Good, you didn’t burn it.”
His wife smiled and came up to kiss him on the cheek. “If you had been any later, Mander, it would have started burning, and all of your work would have gone to waste.”
He turned his head, and the kiss ended up more intimate than his wife had intended.
Kabyl poured cups of hot tea and got the stew from the stove while her parents got reacquainted after their eighteen-hour separation.
Her mom was flustered when they parted, but she shyly accompanied her husband to the table.
Kabyl sat with them, and she grinned at the pair of them. As a relationship goal went, still being giddy when you were kissed by your spouse of nearly twenty-three years was a pretty good one.
Her dad smiled as she dished out the food. “How was the shop?”
Her mother perked up. “Busy. Kabyl carried a bunch of flour and meat cuts out of storage.”
Her dad gave her a slow look. “You were carrying the flour sacks?”
“Yeah. With the nicer weather, we have had a run today. Everybody who got caught by the early snowfall came in today. We went through a dozen jars of jam as well.”
He nodded. “You called it. Everyone was on account?”
“Mr. Brekki and Mrs. Eberhart paid cash. Demirio paid with furs. The other six were on their accounts, and only one is in danger of a cut-off.”
“Who?” He started to eat, and she handed the bread and butter to her mother, her mother handed it on when she had her serving. Kabyl already had hers. Dad ate last.
“Mr. Alwyck. He said that there were few, if any, hides this year. All of the furry animals in his woods were gone.”
Alwyck was a fur trapper, and he made his year’s income during the winter. If the animals were gone, he was going to have a rough time.
Her dad nodded and took his bread and butter, dunking the slice in the stew that he had chopped, mixed, and prepped before dawn that morning.
“He isn’t wrong. It is like the animals have been driven away. Old trappers are suddenly disappearing without a trace, and I have been seeing cabins torn open. There is something going on.”
Her mother tutted, “After dinner, Mander. You know that I don’t like peacekeeper talk at the table.”
Kabyl chuckled. “Yeah, at your age, you should know better.”
He snorted, and they ate with only the occasional comment on the texture of the meat and the doneness of the vegetables.
After the meal was done, Kabyl did the dishes while her parents settled next to the fire. Her mom’s tiny frame always looked so doll-like next to her father, but when it mattered, her little highborn mother had a core of steel. How her father had ended up with Morningwell Cornish as a wife was a family mystery. Kabyl suspected that it was a relationship that began over cocktails and hormones.
She put the leftovers in the chiller, and then, she put some cider and spices on the stove while she curled up in the chair she and her father had carved for her when she turned eighteen. Five years of wear and tear had barely touched the surface of the twisted wood.
Her dad was sitting forward and facing the fire. “Something is coming. There are curls of darkness in the woods.”
Her mother rubbed his shoulder, and Kabyl asked him, “What did you feel?”
“I didn’t feel it. I could smell it. Terror. Abject terror. I tried to follow it, but it faded before I could get to the point of origin. There was a small amount of blood but no bodies.”
Kabyl frowned. “Anyone we know?”
He shook his head. “No. They are out in the far reaches. Were. At the survival camps.”
She winced. “They would be easy targets out there.”
He flexed his hands. “They were. The camps are empty.”
Shock rippled through her, and her mother’s eyes were wide. “All of them?”
Kabyl stared at him. “Anyone else missing?”
“The cabin at the wall of the pass. It’s empty.”
It was six hours away with a sled team to get to the pass. Her father could make it in half the time in his shifted form, but it was still quite a distance.
“Are there reports from the other towns or villages?”
Her dad sighed. “That is why I went out. Ormin has had some of his outer folk going missing as well.”
“Damn.” Ormin’s zone was to the east, the pass was to the west. Dempster Township was right in the middle.
Her mother scowled. “That isn’t good. Is there a circle of damage going around us?”
Her father nodded. “I have checked the southern path. I’ll check the northern one tomorrow.”
Kabyl looked at him. “You are going out again tomorrow?”
“I have to check. It’s my job.”
Her mother touched his arm. “Do you have to?”
“Yup. Don’t worry. I will come home once I check the path.” He chuckled and got up to start serving the steaming cider. “I swear that I am coming home.”
They sat around and talked about the weather, the forecasts, and the schedule to start checking on the elderly nearby. It was all perfectly normal and regular, aside from the missing men and women in the small camps where folk still tried to strike it rich with fur or minerals.
When everything was tidied and the coals were banked for the night, Kabyl headed to her bedroom with a shovelful of coals, and she started the fire in her corner stove. She loaded it to wake her at four in the morning. She was going to try and get as much detail from her dad as she could as to his route.
A check on her clock showed that it was ten in the evening. Her parents were hoping to have some private time, so it was better that Kabyl stay in her room while they talked before bed.
She pulled out one of the regional maps that were supposed to remain in the study, and she lit a lamp. Staring at the depiction of towns and villages between her current location and the pass, she tried to figure out where the attacks were coming from.
Bands of bandits had gathered together before, and her father and other peacekeepers had always managed to control the incursions. This was different. The expression on her father’s face was different. Something out there was killing people, and it appeared to be getting closer.
She looked at one of the marks for Donwell Hemming. She hadn’t seen him yet this season, and that wasn’t like him. While her father went north, she was going east. There was a storm in the air, and two days from now, no one would be going anywhere.
Tomorrow morning, after her father left, she was going to do a wellness check on Donwell Hemming. If something was coming for the cabin dwellers outside of town, she was going to get evidence of it. There was a feeling of trepidation that had taken hold in her soul. Something dark was moving in the snow. For the sake of their survival, they had to learn what it was.
 



Chapter Two
 
 
Kabyl was up and dressed and making breakfast for her dad when he came out of the bedroom, his bearded face surprised. “Kabyl?”
“I am not letting you out there without a full breakfast. You know your beast prefers it.”
He chuckled and had a seat. “Yes, Ma’am.”
She grinned and slid a plate in front of him, protein heavy with a few slices of toast and a small pot of jam. She put her own meal in her spot and ate with him.
He gave her a wary look. “What are you doing?”
“When dawn strikes, I need to do a wellness check on Donwell. Our conversation got me nervous. I want to check on him.”
Her father paused. “That might not be for the best.”
“Tough.” She sipped at her coffee and smiled. “You know, the best part of working at the general store is having all the food we want stored just a few feet away. It is hard for those outside the town to get in for supplies. I am going to grab some essentials and take the dogs out for a look.”
He sighed. “It is dangerous.”
“We live in a place where we can freeze to death if we forgot to put on the right underwear. It is always dangerous.”
He looked at her. “Love, you aren’t a shifter. You don’t have backup energy if you stay out too long.”
“I know, Dad. I will be four hours. Two there, two back, and hopefully, I will find him alive and well.” She chuckled. “I will be back by noon. Well before you return.”
Her father wasn’t happy, but he grumbled. “You are still insisting on going for peacekeeper training?”
She nodded. “This year. I have already done the paperwork and gotten my acceptance. You just have to let me go.”
He paused. “You got in?”
“I did. I even clarified that I am not a hereditary shifter. My answers and physical test scores have qualified me.” She smiled.
Her father winced. “All of the lifting.”
“Yup. So, I have also been running sprints with packs to run deliveries during the summer. When they came by to run the tests, I was ready.”
He sat back and sipped his coffee, his food long gone. “You really want to do this? It isn’t easy.”
“It isn’t easy waiting at home either, but you expect Mom to do it.” She looked at him wryly.
He gave her a long look. “I don’t have a leg to stand on.”
“Nope. But you might want to try and get me a little brother or sister. You and Mom are still young enough.”
Her father went pink. “Uh, about that. We need to talk when I get home tonight.”
She gave him a look, knowing what it was about. “If you are talking about me not being your biological daughter, I already figured that out. When I was twelve. I was very good at math, and Mom was pregnant when you two met.”
She got up and took their plates. “I still want siblings if you can manage it.”
His shock was only momentary. “Why didn’t you say anything?”
“Not my place. You two were busy, and I wanted to keep everything calm. I was definitely your little girl, and I was very happy with that. No sense bringing it up if you weren’t going to. If you were happy, I was happy.”
He shook his head. “Damn. I am sorry that we didn’t talk about it, but this is a community with a weird moral code. We didn’t want any of the other kids attacking you over it.”
Kabyl thought about it and nodded. “It was a good call. The folks around here are fairly narrowminded. Right. Well, I am fine and ready for my day. How are you feeling?”
He got up and gave her a bone-crushing hug. “I am feeling like a very proud father.”
She squeaked, and he set her on her feet. “And I am feeling loved. Thanks, Dad.”
He beamed and got his outerwear from the vestibule. “See you for dinner. I was thinking fried steaks and potatoes.”
“Definitely.” She grinned and showed him the packets that she had placed there earlier. “Way ahead of you.”
He poked his head around the corner, and he grinned, his fangs showing. “Be safe, Kabyl.”
“You too. Have fun at the station, and check in when you can.” She grinned as he gave her a fuzzy thumbs-up, his mittens already in place.
He was out the door a moment later, and she made sure to pull it in behind him. It was a ten-minute hike to his station, and from there, he would strip off to shift and then head out the doggie door and into the wilderness. All of the northern peacekeepers did. Part of the job requirement was normally to shift into a beast that could withstand the cold. Kabyl was hoping that her knowledge of everything to do with the wilderness around here would be enough to slide by.
She took care of the dishes and pulled on her own outerwear. A note was left for her mom by the coffee pot, and she stomped into her boots and headed out to link up the dogs. The sled was exposed by flicking the cover away, and she got the dogs together with Tinker in the lead, Tailor, Soldier, and Spy bringing up the rear. They waited for her signal, and when she had some basic supplies gathered on the sled, she stood on the runner and pushed off with one foot, yelling, “Marche!”
She looped around the town and drove for the Hemming cabin. She had told her dad she would travel during the daylight, but that was hours away. She had her dogs, she had her weapons, she was going to find out if they had already lost one of the villagers and if the darkness was coming closer.
The world was blue. The white of the snow mixed and mingled with the sky above it and rendered her world a rich and beautiful blue.
She used the open meadows for travel, it was faster. Now and then, she felt something watching her, but the dogs were enjoying their run, and she let them move at their own pace.
She exhaled, and the fog she breathed was distant before it dispersed. She was leaving a trail as she headed toward her goal. Crystals formed on her lashes, and she blinked to clear her eyes. Her fat, fluffy mittens gripped the sled, and she whistled and called out to help control her dogs.
When they were forced to enter the woods, she slowed them and used the brake on the sled to drag the dogs to a more reasonable pace for thick brush. There was something nearby. Something watching.
The Hemming cabin was nearby, and she let out a low whistle to the dogs. Tinker slowed, and they glided up to the still and silent cabin. She stepped off the sled when it stopped and went to the door.
She didn’t need to touch the door, it swung open with the flexing of the deck boards. The interior of the cabin was blue. The rear of the roof had been ripped open like a giant hand descended. Snow had filtered in and was doing its job to paint everything blue. The blood that had been spilled was splattered across the walls. There was nothing of Donwell left. Well, nothing substantial.
She didn’t call out. If there was any part of him alive, he would have melted it by now.
She looked at the claw marks in the wood and tried to estimate the size of the beast, there were larger claws and smaller ones. This wasn’t a single creature.
“Shit.” When she spoke, she heard a rustling from nearby. She repeated her curse and got back to the dogs.
She didn’t say a word, and they didn’t need one. They took off through the woods as fast as they could manage, and she used her weight to turn them and aim for the meadow. She wanted to see what was coming for them.
Undulating shadows passed her and moved to cut her off. She looked at them and stared at the creatures, one large and one half the size. Moving and living shadow with claws and burning red eyes.
She took it all in, and then, she pushed the terror aside and let out two sharp whistles. Her dogs veered to the left, and she balanced on the one runner that remained touching the snow. The runner dug deep, and soil churned up as the dogs pulled her at a right angle from her previous trajectory.
The creatures didn’t make a sound, but they were after her across the meadow. The runners behind her shuddered as a clawed hand plowed through them. The sled cracked in protest, but Kabyl hung on, and the dogs kept running.
She didn’t look back; the sun was almost up. She was really hoping that the beasts were sensitive to bright light.
The next strike came as they were almost in the woods. Kabyl screamed, but she hung on. Her back was on fire.
She pulled a knife while desperately balancing. She let her senses tell her when it was coming, and she lashed out. A screech of agony echoed through the woods. She waited and did it again during the next attack. They were nearly to the main road to the town. If she could get there, the dogs could get her home. She was getting so weak.
The dogs took her to the road, but when they cornered, she lost her balance and fell to the ground. Kabyl looked around and slowly sat up, the sled was heading for home, and her fall had left a heavy trail of blood.
She rolled to her belly and pushed herself upward, a coldness spreading inside. She looked up and watched the beasts coming for her. Sorry, Dad. Looks I won’t make dinner today.
Something inside her was furious. Her hands spread out, and she held onto the snow, embraced the cold, and watched them come. She stared at them and roared.
She felt the cold rush up her throat and shriek out of her mouth. A blast of ice roared forward and struck the larger of the two. The arm froze in place, and it roared in complaint.
Another blast of sound and ice came from her throat, and the arm shattered.
Screaming and roaring, the creatures turned tail and fled the rising sun.
Kabyl watched the sunrise, and she muttered through a sore throat, “Couldn’t have shown up five minutes earlier? Bitch.”
She thought about standing, but it wasn’t going to happen. She began to crawl forward and occasionally let out short whistles.
Her dogs came to her, whining and worrying. She pulled herself onto the sled and whispered, “Take me home, guys.”
The dogs made a wide turn, churning up the frozen blood that she had left behind. They ran her back to the town, and when she passed the guard post, a bell began to chime. Her dogs took her home, and the town followed.
 



Chapter Three
 
 
“I don’t know how you managed to cauterize your wounds, but it probably saved your life,” Doc Weathering said casually, her voice wry.
Kabyl was sitting up in a chair while Doc covered the slices. Everyone else in town was out in the shop, waiting to hear the news.
Her mom looked at her, nodded, and went outside. “She’s been injured, she’s out of danger. When Mander knows what it was, he will let everyone know.”
Kabyl could hear the murmurs through the door, so she called out. “I am really fine, you know! But you can get your own flour for a week.”
There were relieved laughs, and the folks left.
Doc Weathering kept working. “I haven’t seen anyone survive marks like these before. It should have sliced right through your spine, but it didn’t. I haven’t seen this cauterization pattern before. What did you use?”
“Cold.”
The doctor paused and then nodded. “That would do it. How did you apply it?”
She swallowed and looked at her mom, who gave a small shake of her head. “I honestly have no idea. Maybe I hit a patch of black ice after the gouging.”
“This wasn’t a gouge; it was a slice. Four blades or claws cut through your back. If I didn’t know better, I would say it was dragon-sized.”
“Pretty sure that they weren’t dragons. Long and low. Very dark.”
“I was just joking about the dragons. Well, you need a lot of fluid, a lot of rest, and a lot of protein.” Doc Weathering closed her bag with a snap. “Try to sleep on your stomach for the next week until the scab is firmly in control. I will run cultures to make sure that there isn’t a bacterial infection.”
Kabyl nodded. “Sounds good, Doc.”
Her mom draped a loose shirt around her and helped her get her arms in. When the doctor was gone, her mother turned and whispered. “What the hell was that? Was it a dragon?”
“No, Mom. Not a dragon. I don’t know what it was, but I would call it a monster. It leaves nothing behind.” She looked at her mom and said, “I have a serious question to ask you.”
“Of course, baby. What do you want to know?”
“Who was my father? Before you say anything, I know that you were already carrying me when you met dad.” She smiled. “It’s fine. He and I are fine. All is good.”
She paused. “You know? How long have you known?”
“Since I was twelve. Now, who do you think my father is?”
Her mom blushed. “It was just a quick thing. I met him at one of my mother’s spring parties, and things happened. He left for a position at the capitol, and he refused to acknowledge any of my attempts to contact him. Then, I met your father, and he didn’t care. That was the kind of man I wanted to spend my life with. He wanted to be with me and wanted to be a father. It was pretty sexy.”
Kabyl groaned and covered her eyes. “That is a mental image I have to live with. So, what was my father?”
Her mother paused. “Oh. He was a dragon. A silver, I think. Why are you asking?”
She looked at her mother with as serious a face as she could manage. “Because, when I was defending myself, I roared and struck the larger of the two creatures with some kind of freezing blast. It broke one of their arms off. Somewhere in there, it froze my back to stop the bleeding. There was a coldness in me, and it came from my own body. I think that my bloodlines might have something to do with it.”
Morningwell frowned. “I should talk to your father about this. He might have some insight.”
Kabyl sighed. “I think I am going to make some coffee. I don’t want to rest until I talk to Dad.”
She used the chair for support as she stood and took a few steps toward the kettle. The floor rushed her, and things went white.
 
Her dad was at her side with a compress. “Wake up. You were supposed to make dinner, Kabyl.”
She sniffed, and the heavenly smell of fried steaks with potatoes had been overlaid with another scent. “Oh, no. Mom cooked.”
She pushed herself up to a kneeling position and faced her dad. He had her coat over his leg, and he raised his brow. “What the hell happened? I was panicked when I ran into your blood trail.”
She explained her morning, the traces of death in the cabin along with the missing roof. “His house was broken open like a crate.”
“I have seen similar traces. Whatever it is has begun to circle in on the towns, picking off the outer villages.” He took her hand. “How badly were you hurt?”
She chuckled. “To be honest, I didn’t think I was going to survive arriving at the village, but something happened. Mom wanted to discuss it with you.”
He frowned. “What happened?”
“I filled up with cold. Icy, brittle cold. Apparently, it cauterized my wounds.” She looked at him and winced. “And...”
“What?”
“I also breathed a super-cold liquid that shattered the arm of the larger of the things. I mean, it took two tries, but it and its smaller friend went away.”
“Can you show me your back?”
“Doc Weathering put bandages over it, but sure.” She bundled the covers around her waist, turned her back, and lifted the shirt up from the bottom to expose the lower two wounds.
Mander touched the wound, and he asked, “Does it hurt?”
“No. There is an ache, like a bruise, but it doesn’t hurt.”
He nodded. “There is a reason for that. It has healed. It is a scar and a very new one, but there is no open wound left behind.”
She dropped her shirt back into position. “Really? How is that possible?”
He sighed. “It would be possible if you were a shifter, which you are not, but you have described the symptoms of the waking of a beast. I think we are going to have to talk to Doc Weathering again.”
“Why?” She turned and looked at him with a frown. “I don’t need the doc.”
“Yeah, you do. She can tell us if you are a dragon or not.” He patted her on the shoulder and smiled brightly. “Dinner is ready, and I am not doing this alone.”
She groaned. “That is just mean. I am recovering after all.”
Her mother sing-songed out from the kitchen, “I heard that. Now come and eat it.”
“I will just pull some more clothes on, and then, I will be right there.”
Her dad nodded and left her alone.
Kabyl twisted from side to side and thought to herself, Huh.
She got up, pulled on some drawstring trousers, put on some slippers, and headed to the dining table.
Her mother had an aura of challenge around her. “I gave you an extra portion because you are so weak.”
Kabyl winced and sat down. “Is it because I am weak and can’t run away?”
Her mother swatted her uninjured arm and plunked a large mug of the tea that they saved for colds and flu in front of her. The stuff tasted like industrial disinfectant.
Kabyl smiled, burned out her taste buds on the tea, and then, she dove into her meal with an active knife and fork. Her mother was surprised.
Kabyl murmured to her dad, “Have some of the tea.”
He frowned and made a face. His enhanced senses were on high alert.
She shrugged. “Suit yourself. Mom. This is great. Thanks. Just what I needed.”
He was chewing laboriously, and when she took a swig of the tea before eating frantically, he clued into her method. He took the tea and held it in his mouth for a moment before focusing on the meal. The rest of the meal was consumed in silence, and while it took some doing not to bite a numb tongue, with enough focus, it was possible.
She was done when her mother asked her father, “So, Mander, it seems that Kabyl knows about her heredity. Didn’t we promise to keep it to ourselves?”
Her father cleared his throat. “I did. She knew. Did you tell her that her father was one of the guards at the senate?”
Kabyl hoped that her stomach was going to be numbed as well. Her mother’s cooking was a double-edged sword. She sat and sipped at the tea as they bickered back and forth. Finally, her father sighed and said, “I think Kabyl is a dragon.”
Her mother went pale. “What?”
“Kabyl has all the signs of being a dragon. I am going to have Doc Weathering take a look at her. She would know.”
Her mother scowled. “Why would she know?”
Kabyl cleared her throat. “Because she is a dragon. She isn’t a powerful one, but she is one.”
Her dad nodded toward her. “Yeah. That.”
Kabyl was surprised when her mom announced, “I have to call my mother.”
In the last two decades, there had been an exchange of one letter per year.
Kabyl had to ask. “Why?”
Her father filled her in. “Because your grandmother is also a dragon. A pink quartz dragon if I do recall. She invited your biological father to the house, hoping that he would pick up Morningwell as a mistress. When she got pregnant and he wouldn’t formalize the alliance, your grandmother decided to destroy his career. She did a pretty good job. When Morry and I started courting, she grudgingly gave her blessing for the wedding on the stipulation that we leave and not return. Having one powerless female in the family was enough for her.”
A look at her mom’s unhappy features confirmed that statement. “That is really rather ignorant of her. She is soo not invited to the holidays.” Her mom cracked a smile.
“Seriously, Mom. I will confirm things with Doc Weathering, and if it is a dragon, I will have her wake up before we talk to my grandmother.” Kabyl smiled. “You can make the announcement to her then.”
Her mother smiled and reached out to squeeze one of her hands. “Thanks for being so calm about this.”
“You know me. Calm. Placid. Good-natured and a good shot.” She smiled brightly.
Her father called up the good doctor, and then, he went to put on some more socially acceptable tea for the incoming guest.
Her mother suddenly sniffled and began to cry. Her father walked over and held his wife while she sobbed.
Her mother flapped a hand toward her, and through her high-pitched and disjointed speech, she learned that her mother never wanted her to know.
Kabyl smiled. “Mom, your hair is red, Dad’s is black and mine borders on platinum blonde to white depending on the seasons. Also, my eyes are blue, yours are green and his are brown. We defy all of the standard patterns as a family. It just makes me love both of you all the more.”
Her mom sobbed harder, so she was pulled carefully into the group hug while her mom murmured how lucky she had gotten. It wasn’t the worst hug that Kabyl had ever been in.
They only broke their huddle when the knock on the door came. It was time to get serious. There might be a dragon in their midst.
 



Chapter Four
 
 
Doc Weathering came in with her bag and a frown on her face. “Kabyl, why are you hugging?”
“Doc, can you tell if I am a shifter?” She tried to keep it nice and vague.
The doctor put her bag on the table and looked at her. “You aren’t. You can’t be. Only one of your parents is a shifter.”
She nodded and said, “That is what we thought, but then, this happened.” She turned and pulled her shirt up.
The doctor’s hands were cold, but she went over the skin with an attention to detail. “This does seem to be shifter healing. What kind of manifestation did you have?”
“I roared out an icy fluid that shattered the arm of the attacking creature.”
The doctor’s hands stilled. “Roared?”
“Yeah. I felt cold from the core outward, and then, I screamed, and it came out a roar.” She turned to look at the doctor, who paused and stood straight. “So, I don’t think it’s a wolf.”
“No. Have a seat; I need to look into you.”
Kabyl took her chair, and Doc pulled one across from her. She literally stared at Kabyl until Kabyl felt something. “What did you do?”
Doc Weathering leaned back. “Shit. You are one of the called.”
“The what?”
“The new diamond dragon. She sent out a call to all dormant dragons. Female populations are rising. It looks like you have answered that call.”
Kabyl exhaled. “Can you tell me what kind I am?”
“No. You are cold, though. I don’t know much about dragons with that particular characteristic.” The doc sighed. “I guess my dragon is going to have to call yours out to find out.”
Kabyl was a little enthusiastic. “When can we try?”
“Now? The weather is mild, and you need to wear something that can shred. You aren’t going to be able to keep whatever you shift in.”
Kabyl’s mom, who had been standing there watching, sprinted to the bedroom and brought out an old sheet. “You can wear this, and it will shrug out of the way when you shift. Your dad used to do that when we were newlyweds.”
Kabyl snorted. “Before he started wandering out back naked at any time day or night. Ah, the magic of early romance.”
Her dad chuckled, but he didn’t say anything.
Kabyl excused herself and went to her room; she removed her clothes and draped the sheet over her. It was a fairly elegant solution, though it would get covered in snow.
Kabyl shuffled out of her bedroom wearing the sheet and her slippers. The doctor had stripped down until she was just wearing her shirt. As Kabyl watched, she silvered her skin.
“Right, let’s go and find out what kind of dragon you are.” The doctor was smiling slightly.
“What kind of dragon are you?”
“Pewter. Not powerful but prone to alchemy.”
“Oh. Right. Where can I find a list of what kind of dragons there are?”
“I will contact the dragon council once you are registered.”
She frowned. “I have to be registered?”
The doctor nodded. “Oh, yeah. They want to know where we all are at any given time.”
“Why?”
“Once we wake her up, you can tell me. Now, I will tell you that there is a lot of rumor about powerful dragons being needed to wake you. However, you are already awake. The diamond has done that, so you have the best awakening you could have. Your beast just needs to be eased into the world.”
“Eased?”
“Shown how to emerge. That is the trick. They are inside us all the time, watching and waiting, but it isn’t until they see another female shift that they understand how to do it.”
Doc Weathering headed for the back door, and she waved for Kabyl to proceed her. “You are going to need to get out of your slippers before you shift.”
Kabyl nodded and dragged herself and her trailing sheet toward the treeline. When she was seventy-five meters from the house, she turned, and the doctor had stopped twenty-five meters back. Kabyl could see her parents on the back porch, watching nervously.
“Okay, Kabyl. Watch me.” The doc shed her shirt and kicked off her boots. She shivered, and her silvery skin stretched, flexed, and expanded. Wings made of silvery membrane opened and closed. The neck grew longer, and black eyes in a silvery head looked at Kabyl as if telling her it was her turn.
She stepped out of her frosted slippers and shucked off the sheet. She stepped forward, and the cold inside her rushed out, a spiral of delight accompanying it. Kabyl looked at her hands and arms. Thin strands of frost crawled down her arms, and in the bright moonlight, the frost spread around her and through her until she was looking at the world from a different vantage point.
Different. This was different. She looked at her parents, and her vision showed their heat and the thundering pumping of their hearts. She looked around the town, and she could see each and every citizen, their stoves, pets, and any livestock. The woods were alive with small, tiny heartbeats.
The snow was the right temperature. It was her element. She crouched and rolled in the snow, catching her wing on something. She turned her head, found the sheet snarled on her right wing, and carefully removed it to hang it on a tree branch.
She walked around a bit, touched Doc’s nose with her own, and then, she sat up, using her tail to balance her, and she roared a cascade of frost into the sky.
Her human side was calm as it always was, and she watched Weathering change back into her bipedal form.
Kabyl nodded her large head, which easily saw over her family home and turned back, clawing carefully through the snow until she found her slippers. She shook them clear of snow and set them carefully down with the tips of her claws.
She paused, closed her eyes, and thought about being warm and human. The press of snow on her feet drove her to find the slippers quickly. With her feet secure, she jumped up and grabbed her sheet, wrapping it around her. She shuffled back to the house, and Doc Weathering beat her to the doorway.
Her parents caught her in a group hug, but she muttered, “This is lovely, and I appreciate it, but it is winter, and I am wearing a sheet. Can we hug inside?”
They laughed, went inside, and she was given a nice chair close to the fire. Doc Weathering was putting her trousers back on.
“Well, that is a new one. I haven’t seen one of you before.”
Kabyl’s teeth chattered. “What am I?”
“I would describe you as a frost dragon. Your wings are icy transparent panels with the veins in frosted patterns. Those same patterns cover your white and translucent skin.”
Her mom smiled. “You are gorgeous. A giant fan of frost crowns your head, and your body is so sleek and graceful.”
Her dad smiled. “You also have claws that could cut me in half. Do you think you will want to fly?”
Kabyl looked at the doctor as she rubbed her hands together near the fire. “Flying? I can fly?”
“Probably.” She shrugged. “I can’t, so you might want to practice in an open meadow.”
“Ah. It’s a pewter dragon thing?”
“Yup. Stubby wings. They don’t support my weight.” She squatted low and turned her face toward the fire. “I have other ways to get around. It isn’t as impressive, but it is still quicker than using a dogsled.”
“Oh. Okay. So, how do I fly?”
“Your dragon can take care of that. You either run or go up on your hind legs and launch upward. Landing is the bitch. Watch some vids of swans or geese landing. It is pretty close. Or eagles. Eagles are good too. They are all pretty fair corollaries to a landing dragon, as long as you remember to keep your front legs tucked up close to the body.”
She nodded, wondering if the power was sufficient for a connection to look up the videos. That was the thing about living at the edge of the survivable world, one act of nature could ruin your day.
Doc Weathering got up, and she nodded. “Right. Well, I have some calls to make. Expect to be interviewed in the next few days.”
She stomped back to the vestibule, put on all of her outerwear, and then, she flashed a smile, her soft grey eyes amused and kind for a change. “Welcome to society, Kabyl. Your life is about to change.”
When she was out the door, her bag clutched in a mittened fist, Kabyl exhaled. “Well, she is a bundle of fun.”
Her mom gave her a hug. “You are beautiful, Kabyl. To think, I made you.”
Kabyl laughed, her dad laughed, and her mother beamed. It was only the beginning of a deep family discussion on what she thought her dragon could do, but she fainted halfway through it. As the world went grey, she wondered idly if her animated parents were going to notice.
 
The smell of mashed potatoes and gravy woke her up. The barking outside told her that Dad was feeding the dogs. Her mother was sitting with a worried look next to her bed. “Oh, Kabyl. You scared the life out of us.”
“That seems to be a theme for this week. What is going on? How long have I been out?”
“Ten hours. Your dad has gotten a call, and he has to head out to one of the larger villages near the pass.”
Kabyl sat up and looked at her. “More people are missing.”
Her mother stood up and smiled. “Eat up. He wants to talk to you before he leaves, and that means you need a shower. Even I can tell that things are getting a little aromatic.” She chuckled. “The water is hot. You are good to go.”
It was an order couched as a suggestion. Kabyl shoveled in the food, got out of bed, grabbed her supplies and robe, ducking through the main room, and headed for the shower.
The water was hot, and it chased away the last of the chill in her body. A dragon. She was really a dragon. When she turned her back to the hot water, the fresh scars burned, and steam began to coil out as her body fought the heat. She quickly turned and washed everything important, making sure that her hair was scrubbed clean and the rest of her had gotten a good soaping.
When she finally turned off the water, her back was a weird mix of hot and cold. Clean underwear and clothing went on reluctantly over damp skin, but when she was finally dressed again, she put on her house shoes and walked over the worn wood toward her bedroom.
Her dad came back inside, and he nodded to her. “We need to talk.”
She nodded and quickly dropped her toiletries off, returning to sit at the table with him. The darkness was still heavy outside, but she guessed it was near six in the morning.
“What did you see? What cut you?”
She inhaled and realized they hadn’t yet had that talk. “Right. It looked like a cross between an Asian dragon and a lump of mashed-up coal. The claws are like obsidian, and there were two of them. One larger, one smaller. Much smaller. It hung back as if waiting.”
“I saw what they did to the sled. Damn it, Kabyl, we nearly lost you.”
“I will fix the sled, and the dragon has nearly fixed me. Do you want to know how fast it is?”
He nodded.
“Fucking fast.” She spent half an hour explaining how much ground it could cover and that the woods weren’t a deterrent.
“What do you think stopped it?”
“The sun. It was partially the dragon but mostly the sun. I know you have to go out there when you are called, but be careful, and if you see anything, call for help immediately, while you are running away. Please.”
He smiled and shrugged. “You don’t think I can take them?”
She looked at him, more serious than she had ever been in her life. “No.”
 



Chapter Five
 
 
Working in the shop was off the table. Her tiny mother wasn’t having it. She had just been nearly sliced in half one day before, which meant she was off heavy duties for a few days, at least.
Kabyl told her mom that she was heading out to see what needed to be done to repair the sled. She wrestled it into the workshop and lit the small stove in the corner before trying the lights. The lights flickered and came on, showing her the damage that had been done to her sled. The first thing that was unavoidable to see, even in the imperfect light, was that it was covered with blood. Well, that had to go.
She removed the wraps and smiled. Her father had taken the food out and put it back in the house or dispose of it. She pulled the blood-stained leather out, and then, she got out her draw knives, shaving off the splinters and smoothing the damaged wood. There were awkward angles involved, but woodworking was soothing. She used it to work on keeping her mind blank.
She found some lumber that she would be able to splice around the now-sound breaks, and she carved out a matching piece, pinned it in place, and then, she put the water on the stove and waited for it to boil before putting in the dried rawhide. She checked the give on the sled and put more rawhide into the pot.
Outside her snow-spattered windows, she saw the sun, and her body began breathing again. Her dad was safe for the day.
She fished out lengths of the hide when it went soft and floppy, and she spent the next two hours lashing the new repairs into place as well as reinforcing her favourite winter conveyance.
With a few grunts, she got the sled settled upon some better blocks than the ones she had used to fix it. She stoked the stove, turned off the lights, and turned on the electric heater. If it wasn’t an urgent matter, she wouldn’t have tried to fix it while the snow was so high.
She checked the metal runner and grimaced. When the hide had cured, she was going to need to replace the metal. Her hands were raw, and she was stiff, but she had done something with her day.
Kabyl checked on the dogs, verified that they had gotten their morning meal, and went inside.
She checked the time and smiled. It was time for second breakfast. She got her inside shoes on and headed to the shop. There were a dozen locals surrounding her mother and asking her questions about where Kabyl was.
“Oy. Back off. You are rude. Are you okay, Mom?” She walked up to her tiny mother and put her arm around her.
“Fine, baby. They were just concerned about you. You didn’t look good when you were dragged through town yesterday.”
She blinked. “It was just yesterday?”
One of the locals nodded. “There was blood dragged through town. We thought you were dead. Why aren’t you?”
Kabyl let out a startled laugh. “Well, I have been diagnosed with a condition by Doc Weathering. I am sure that she can fill you in if you buy her a few drinks.”
Mrs. Obrenik asked, “A condition?”
“Yes, I heal fairly quickly. The damage from yesterday is nearly healed.”
Instead of asking them to believe her, she pulled up the back of her shirt and showed them. “See?”
A few folks poked at her skin and murmured in surprise. Mrs. Obrenik frowned. “I thought you were human.”
“I was. I mean, I am.”
“No human would recover that quickly. Ah, you are a wolf, like your father.”
Kabyl looked at her mother, and Morningwell gave her a slight shrug. “I guess I take after my grandmother.” The relieved expression on her mom’s face was poignant.
“Grandmother?”
“When I am ready to show you, I will show you. Fair enough? This was an emergency evolution. My body is not really happy with me right now.”
There were several shifters in the gathering around her, and they laughed, possibly remembering their own first shift.
The shop com started to ring, and her mom excused herself as she lowered her shirt and faced her audience. “I am fine. I just need some training to get a grip on this new part of myself. It is a little awkward.”
“Kabyl, it’s for you.” Her mother conveyed that it was important.
“I will take it in the kitchen. Thanks.” Kabyl went to the kitchen, closed the door, and picked up the com. She activated the line. “Hello?”
“Is this Kabyl Ambermarle?”
The line clicked as her mother hung up. “Yes. Who am I speaking to?”
“My name is Trin. I have just finished a call with someone from your town, a Doctor Weathering?”
“That sounds likely. What can I do for you?”
There was a pause, and the voice was amused. “I have heard that you have recently activated your dragon.”
“Apparently.”
“And it is not a recorded type.”
“Also, apparently. I haven’t looked into dragon history.”
There was a laugh. “You aren’t one for a lot of chatter.”
“Not with folks I haven’t met.”
“Would you come to the capitol, so we can run some tests?”
Kabyl stared at the com. “No. Not right now.”
Trin cleared her throat. “I can order you to come.”
“I still won’t come. It is the exact wrong time of the year to leave.”
“I... see. I will do some research and contact you again in a day or so, is that all right?”
“Sure. Thank you for calling.”
There was a chuckle, and then, the call was over.
Kabyl exhaled and walked back to the shop, which had mysteriously emptied. She shrugged and got a broom, sweeping the unmelted snow back outside and then going to get her boots to clean up the front porch.
Everything was back to normal. Second breakfast was going to happen as soon as she finished her morning chores.
 
Kabyl and her mom were having sandwiches when the com rang again. Kabyl answered it. “Ambermarle General Store.”
“Kabyl? This is Dexter. Your dad is injured. It’s bad.”
She kept her voice cheerful. “Can you bring him back?”
“No. He needs major medical help. We need to get him to the city.”
Kabyl nodded though he couldn’t see it. “Wrap him to travel. I am on my way.”
“What can you do?”
“Just wrap him to travel. I will be there in five minutes.” Kabyl hung up and looked at her mom. “Dad has been injured; I am going to take him to hospital.”
“Your sled is still broken.”
“I am not using the sled.” She kicked off her shoes, walked to the back door, and let the ice fill her veins. She stripped off and let her dragon come out. The urgency in her soul must have communicated itself because her beast got the direction to fly, and it took care of the rest.
She pounded her wings heavily and then crouched down before erupting upward like a coiled spring. There was a wobble, but then, they caught the air and turned toward the peacekeeper station.
A handful of wingbeats took her to the station. She circled, and her dragon took her down, landing a little heavily in the snow. Dexter opened the door and stared at her. Kabyl extended her front claws and flexed them. He had her father on a backboard, and she huffed in satisfaction. Her father was still warm. It was a good sign.
She held him carefully, cradled the backboard, and took a few steps before jumping lightly to get her airborne. She monitored her father’s temperature as she flew to the city. It took her twenty minutes to fly a distance that would normally have been a day of steady travel.
Dexter must have called ahead because there was a gurney waiting for her as she carefully landed and then waddled over to the transport. Her father was wheeled inside, and she instinctively tried to follow. A man in a security uniform stepped in front of her and spread his arms. “Shift or remain out here.”
She stomped back a few steps and focused on the heat of the guard and the pulse of the four dozen inhabitants of the hospital. She focused on heat and how she wanted to be at her father’s side and slowly shrank into her normal body. The guard got her a blanket and walked her inside.
“Is he close to you?”
“My father.”
He frowned. “He’s a dragon?”
“No. Wolf. It’s complicated. Blame the new diamond dragon.”
She walked into the hospital, and one of the nurses took a look at her, spun around, and grabbed a stack of scrubs off the shelf, complete with booties. “Here, dear. You got him here in amazing time.”
She pulled on the pants, tied the drawstring, and then, she dropped the blanket to pull the shirt over her head. The booties went on, and she looked at the nurse who was slightly amused. “Where is my dad?”
“They are taking him into surgery. Something cut him up good. Do you know what it was?”
She felt herself snarling. “I do. We are having a problem with an infestation.”
“Well, I saw the cuts. They are clean, but he is going to be here for a while.”
“Is there a com I can use? I need to talk to my mom.”
The nurse nodded and led her to an office off the main lobby. “Here you are, dear. Take your time.”
Kabyl nodded. “Thanks.”
She called the general store, and when her mom picked up, she said, “He’s strong, he’s going to pull through this, and he is being stitched up at the hospital right now.”
Her mother’s sobs tore at her heart, but Kabyl waited until her mom was calm again. “Mom, do you want me to bring you?”
There was a soft hiccup. “You can do that?”
“I can. I need to curl up a little now, but when I have gotten some rest, I will call you and pick you up. Dress warm. Pack a bag.”
“Kabyl, you can’t do that. It will be too much for you.”
“I will be fine, Mom. Dad is being stitched up now, and he will need you to fuss over him when he wakes up. I will get a nap, maybe some food, and then, I will come home to get you.”
“Are you all right?”
Kabyl tried to laugh it off as spots swam in front of her eyes. “I am fine. I have to go and check on Dad. Even immobile, he can be a handful.”
“Okay. I will give you six hours, and then I am calling the hospital.”
“Call them in six and get an update. It will make you feel better. Love you, Mom.”
She hung up and tried to stand. The floor came rushing toward her, and she was really tired of the sensation.
She dimly heard voices and the shuffle of footsteps squeaking toward her. Oh goody.
 
Kabyl woke in a bed with a stranger at her side. The woman had hair nearly as white as Kabyl’s and brilliant blue eyes. “Ah, you are awake. Hello, Kabyl Ambermarle.”
She recognized the voice. “Trin?”
The woman smiled. “You are still in the adaptation portion of your transformation. Oh, and your mother is here.”
“What? How?”
“I arrived at your town, introduced myself, and when she told me where you were, I offered to fly her. Here we are.”
Kabyl blinked. “Do you know how my dad is doing?”
“He is pulling through rather well. There was another wolf here for the transfusion.” Trin chuckled. “I think I found out where most of the humans live. It seems that ninety percent of the population has no magic.”
“Eighty percent. It is eighty percent of the population out here.” She looked down and groaned. “Why am I in a gown?”
“Hospital procedure. I have to send them a signal, so they can begin to bring in your meals.” Trin clicked a nearby switch.
“Meals?”
“You have expended far more calories than you had accessible. You are blacking out because you are simply hungry. So, consider that you need one meal, your beast needs three while you are getting used to her. So, four meals, three times a day, plus snacks.”
“So, I will spend my life eating?”
“Just a few weeks. It is going to be hard to keep up.” Trin chuckled. “I had access to unlimited pastry, so it was easier for me.”
Three trolleys were pushed into her room by nervous service personnel. Trin stood and smiled. “I am going to make sure that you get this in you, and then, we are going to have a chat.”
Kabyl paused, “Did my mother make any of this?”
Trin quirked her lips. “No. Why?”
Kabyl grabbed the first tray and plowed through the food, barely chewing the soft meals and swallowing as soon as she could.
Trin’s eyes got wide, and the next tray disappeared the same way.
Kabyl eventually got to her tenth serving, and she slowed down, tasting the food for the first time. It wasn’t bad, just on the softer side.
“Why did you ask if your mother made any of it?”
Kabyl looked to make sure her mom wasn’t going to come in. “Mom was raised to be a housewife, mother, and socialite. She now lives on the frontier as the manager of the general store. It was enough of an adjustment. My dad and I do all the cooking.”
Trin smiled and pushed the carts outside the room. “It sounds like his recovery is a matter of survival.”
“It truly is.” She chuckled and leaned back. Her body was relaxed, and she felt better. She hadn’t realized how brittle she had felt until Trin had mentioned multiple meals. Her lizard brain had shrieked in agreement. She had really needed food.
Trin sat back in the chair and said, “Now that the feeding frenzy is over, are you ready to talk?”
Kabyl wrinkled her nose and sat up in bed. “I guess that it is time to discuss my new facts of life.”
“I am not discussing the birds and the bees, just dragons and destruction. Frankly, it is a lot easier to talk about crushing vehicles than it is anything else.”
Kabyl smiled and looked at her. “You had me at crushing. Go on.”
 



Chapter Six
 
 
“The first thing that you need to know is that you are going to have a temper. It comes and goes, but the beasts rise and ride behind your eyes if you let them. It is best to take some time and get to know them.”
Kabyl nodded. “When my father was injured, we came to an agreement. I was emotional, and she kept me calm. I wanted to raze the forests until I found the beast that hurt him, but she agreed to get him to safety first.”
“So, she is assisting you in revenge?”
“The same or a related beast struck me a few days ago. Maybe two. That is what triggered the dragon to wake. She defended me, and I got both of us back to town.”
Trin nodded. “That is excellent. You are already working together.”
“Yes, but so far, we are in an action mode. When it is just the day-to-day, I have no idea what will happen. Heck, she might melt.”
Trin laughed and then realized that Kabyl wasn’t joking. “What, exactly, is your dragon’s type, to your understanding?”
“Frost. My body looks like it is covered in hoarfrost.”
“You said you defended yourself. What did it look like?”
“A liquid fog that froze things on contact. The second blast shattered it.”
“You were human during the attack?”
“I was. It was like a really wet yawn with concussive force.”
Trin grinned. “That’s vivid.”
“That is what it felt like, only there was a lot of panic, pain, and anger behind it. She roared, using me, and together, we got the hell out of there.”
“But no shifting.”
“No. We watched Doc Weathering, and she showed me how to do it.”
Trin chuckled. “Folks who were raised with it think that we need another dragon. Really, all we need is for someone to tell us to let the dragon take over for a while and to trust something that has been inside us all the time.”
Kabyl chuckled. “Yeah, that is what I figured out when I had to learn to fly. I just let her take over, and she and I worked together to get to my dad.”
“No attack was needed?”
“No. I don’t attack peacekeeper stations or hospitals.”
“You didn’t suffer fatigue on the way?”
Kabyl tried to remember the flight. “No. I was using the air currents to glide most of the way. It is pretty much downhill from our town.”
“Okay. Cool. So, in your daily work, you work out a bit.”
Kabyl chuckled and gave her a short outline of the daily tasks that she performed, from running deliveries to hauling around joints of meat that weighed nearly as much as she did.
“Wow. Cool. I repair small mechanisms and coffee equipment.” Trin smiled.
“What kind of dragon are you? Or are you the diamond dragon?”
“You have guessed it. I came in case you and your dragon had any issues communicating.”
“Why?”
“It’s my job. That is what my dragon does, she can assist or control other dragons. So, you didn’t need that help, just a prod to be aware of how you feel. If you feel lightheaded or jittery, eat something.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Trin chuckled. “When you have gained a bit of strength, I would like to meet your dragon.”
“Sure. Can I go and see my parents?”
Trin nodded. “Two doors down on your left.”
Kabyl swung her legs out of bed, looked around, and found the robe folded where her feet had just been. She tied the robe on and got to her feet. Walking a few steps before a pair of slippers smacked her in the back. “Don’t forget these.”
She grimaced at the other woman and put the slippers on. Outside her room was a strange man who nodded politely. “Miss Ambermarle.”
Trin followed her and gestured to the man. “This is my husband. Brommin.”
He inclined his head and smiled. “Pleased to more formally meet you, Miss.”
“Call me, Kabyl. Pleased to meet you as well. Now, I don’t mean to be rude, but I need to see my father.”
He stepped aside, and she padded down the hall to her dad’s room. Her mother was sitting and holding her husband’s hand, whispering softly to him. Kabyl entered the room, and her mother slowly turned to her and smiled weakly. “He’s awake.”
Kabyl walked over to stand next to her mother and smiled at her father’s swollen face. She could see both of his eyes focusing on her under the swelling of the stitches that bisected his face from top to bottom.
“Well, you look like shit.”
He chuckled and then winced. “I hear that you were my emergency lift.”
“I just needed to practice, so I put your life on the line to do it.” She smiled softly.
“Thanks for coming for me. It made the difference.”
“Well. I was on light duties, so lifting your butt was fine. You are as dainty as a rose petal.” She gripped his hand.
Her mother exhaled. “Kabyl, just cry with me already.”
Her mother had given an order, so Kabyl let her tears of relief flow.
The door to her father’s room closed, and they were left to console each other in private.
 
* * * *
 
Trin looked at her husband. “Brommin, that young woman has a lot of raw power at her disposal, but I am getting the hunch that it is linked to this geographic location. She is very in touch with the land here.”
He gave her a wry look. “Are you saying that to avoid her having to go to the capitol for training?”
Trin smiled brightly. “I wouldn’t exploit a loophole in the guidelines like that.”
He groaned. “Do you know how much paperwork it will be to get a trainer and guard posted up here?”
She shrugged. “No, how much paperwork, archivist?” She smiled. “You know you love it.”
Brommin sighed. “The senator is not going to be happy.”
“If she broadcasts a stream of liquid nitrogen, he will be petrified.”
Brommin paused. “Is that what you think it is?”
“That fits the description of the effects of her attack. I have attended enough classes at the lab to know what happens when liquid nitrogen is poured over something. She described the second blast as shattering. To me, that says liquid nitrogen. To have a dragon that exhales that when it is irritated makes her a very unlikely candidate to live in a city and live a nice life making more baby dragons.”
Brommin frowned. “Are you saying that one of the Senate Guard should come up here and act as a bodyguard?”
“A tutor and a guide. Temporarily. He also needs to be handy and not a wuss. This is not a place where delicacy goes far.”
“So, he has to be smart, a good teacher, and able to use a hammer?”
She wrinkled her nose. “Basically.”
Kabyl’s voice was calm behind her. “It also wouldn’t hurt if he was fun to look at. If I am getting a tutor, I should want to pay attention.”
Trin looked behind her and then to a grinning Brommin. “How long was she there?”
Kabyl said, “From when you said I needed a tutor and a guide.”
Brommin grunted when he received the light punch to the abdomen. “I will make some calls.”
He left, and Trin looked at Kabyl’s swollen eyes and red cheeks.
Kabyl must have seen her concerned expression because she waved it off. “Tears of relief. My dad is alive, he has all of his extremities in working order, and a few shifts should take care of the worst of the scarring. I, however, need to get back home to find the thing that did that to him.”
Trin frowned. “You are still adapting. It isn’t a good idea.”
“People are dying. Those things are picking off folk who are in the outer areas and working their way in toward the towns. If I don’t stop them, they aren’t going to stop. I saw two. My dad saw three. An aerial assault is going to be the best bet.”
Trin smiled slowly. “Would you like company?”
“How strong are you?”
“We will find out, but I am impervious to damage.”
Kabyl looked down the hall and then back to Trin. “How soon can we go?”
“Let your parents know, and we will return here when we are done. Does that sound sensible?”
Kabyl nodded and headed back into the room. Trin went to find Brommin.
He took one look at her and paused during his dialling. “You are going to do something dangerous.”
“Yes. Not to me, but Mander was injured trying to do simple rounds near the town where Kabyl lives. There is something there killing people, and she wants to take care of it. I want to help her.”
He nodded. “Fine. I will follow as soon as I have finished my calls. Try not to tire Kabyl out, all right? She is still adapting.”
Trin nodded. “She is one tough dragoness. She also has a wicked poker face.”
Brommin smiled. “She reminds me of someone.”
She went up on her toes and kissed him quickly. “Hush. Now finish your calls and come to give us a hand, claw, whatever.”
“Yes, Ma’am.”
She wrinkled her nose and said, “Don’t use that tone. I am not your mother.”
“I am very glad. She would have kicked my ass and been flying already.”
Trin chuckled and said, “See you soon.”
She went to her pack, pulled out a spare shirt and trousers. She brought them along when she met Kabyl, and she handed her the clothes. “You are smaller than me, but put these on. They will shift with you and be a little less obvious than bare skin in a snowbank.”
“How will they shift with me?”
“Do you have any mages around here?”
“Not in town, no.”
“Then that is how they will shift with you. Enchantments. Now, get dressed so we can go.”
Kabyl pulled off her clothing there in the hallway and got dressed. Trin blinked a little but nodded. Right. Practicality.
“Okay, let’s fly.”
 



Chapter Seven
 
 
Kabyl had thought her dragon was big and shiny, but Trin was huge with her body coated in diamond. Trin took flight first, and then, she circled, waiting for Kabyl.
She was a little embarrassed at her awkward launch technique, but she put her embarrassment aside and pushed skyward. She shot past Trin, and when she was a few hundred feet up, she aimed for home and began flying.
Trin moved slightly ahead of her and demonstrated a technique for moving her wings. When Kabyl mimicked it, the strain in her dragon’s body eased, and flight became a pleasure and not simply propulsion. The angle and scooping motion also allowed them an increase in speed, and in thirty minutes, they were over her home forest.
Kabyl looked up, and the sun was nearly down. She headed for the places that the shadows touched first, scanning for any signs of life.
In their briefing before they launched, Kabyl had told Trin what they were looking for. A wingless dragon figure that wasn’t quite a dragon and multiple smaller ones.
Kabyl was looking for one with three legs, in particular.
She circled the edge of the villages, waiting for signs of movement, signs of heat.
When she saw the flare of heat and the heartbeat change, she took it as a human in distress.
She whirled and watched the ground, seeing the shadows circling the small cabin. There were trees in the way, so her dragon opened its jaws and roared, the exhalation had been mist the first time; this time, it was a spray of liquid. The shadow beast screamed and jerked back. Its companions were uncertain. She sprayed them on a second pass, listening to the shrieks of pain.
Trin must have caught on because her dragon jetted streams of empty air, sending the dark creatures spinning.
Together, they herded the beasts toward the nearest meadow where they would be able to land.
The creatures balked at entering the meadow. The light wasn’t dark enough for their comfort, or they knew they would be exposed. It was time to use some bait.
Kabyl flew in and landed, folding her wings in. They didn’t come for her, so she shifted back to human.
Kabyl focused on being warm and human, standing in the center of the field and keeping her dragon on standby.
She saw the first creature moving toward her cautiously and then with more speed. She should have been terrified, but the moment its smaller friends joined it in the headlong attack, she got ready. On the ground, her firing distance was one hundred feet. At the speed they were travelling, it was going to be close.
She watched the beast tumble toward her, limbs coursing and eyes intent. It was after her heat. That was the target.
Seconds stretched out as she got as much information from observing it as she could. When it was at the edge of her zone, she opened her mouth and roared, transforming as she attacked.
She sprayed them all with the liquid that her dragon produced, and when they were immobile and only their eyes were moving, Trin came in and shattered them.
Kabyl landed near them and examined the pieces in her claws. The creatures had no substance, no bones. They were simply charred darkness all the way through.
She changed to human and kept looking, shivering as the cold took hold.
Her dragon mocked her and told her to simply embrace her nature.
Kabyl paused and blinked. Did my brain talk to me?
No, I am your dragon, as much a part of you as that ball of a brain is. You are the master of ice and snow. Embrace it.
Are you sure you aren’t a hallucination?
Yes, yes, I am.
Kabyl grinned. Even her dragon had a dry sense of humour. She focused on the cold outside and the cold inside and let her body simply ignore it.
She walked over the snow, and it no longer melted to her skin. She had a layer of personal cold between herself and the world around her. Reversed insulation.
Finally, she found what she knew had to be there. Something different. “What is this?”
She pulled a charm the size of her palm out of the wreckage of the beast. When the charm was in her hand, the beast disappeared into a heap of ash.
Trin landed and shifted. “What are you doing?”
“I am looking for what these things are. They aren’t alive. Not like what I would classify as alive, anyway.”
She held the charm and went to the two smaller beasts.
“So, what did you find in the first one?”
Kabyl held it out to show her. “Something like this.”
Trin walked up next to her, examined the charm, and helped her.
They dug through the other two, and right where the brain should have been was the charm.
Trin held hers up and squinted. “Well, you have been wrong about one thing.”
“What?”
“You definitely have a mage around here.”
Kabyl looked at the charms she held in her hands. “Shit.”
“Put the charms in your pockets, and we will do another pass. If someone is making this kind of killer, they might not have stopped at three.”
Kabyl smiled slowly. “I have pockets?” She patted her hips and found them. She loved pockets.
The charms were shoved into the pockets, and she shifted again.
Trin looked at her. “If we see any more of them, same procedure? Drive them to the nearest open space and use you as bait?”
Kabyl nodded, her dragon huffing lightly.
She launched upward and focused on the area around where the Hemming cabin had been.
The nearest villagers would be the Dakkers, so she flew over their building and felt a pang of anguish at the torn-open building. There were no heat signatures, so she kept flying.
When she caught the next signal, she picked up speed, diving toward the first small family group she had seen. The Thebars. She drove the creatures back with short bursts of attacks while Trin followed and used her wind to blow them toward the nearest cliff.
Ah, that is one way to do it. She tried to use smaller jets, and they seemed to work. Three more creatures were being propelled back, and they howled as they fell back and tumbled into the crevasse.
Kabyl’s dragon took over and swooped into the narrow space, coating all three creatures thoroughly before swooping upward and listening to the crash beneath her.
Trin was standing in human form on the edge of the chasm, and she beckoned to Kabyl. “I am going to need a lift down there. I am too damned big.”
Kabyl nodded and landed, settling securely before letting Trin climb astride her neck.
Trin pressed her hands to Kabyl’s neck.
Kabyl blinked her wide eyes and lifted her head. She felt energized. Her body had been tiring, but now, it was like she had just woken up, fresh and ready to go.
She could feel Trin on her back, so she moved forward carefully and dropped into the crevasse once again. She glided down to the rubble of the creatures.
Trin patted her and said, “Continue reflecting the moonlight. I will find the charms.”
That was news to her, but Kabyl opened her wings and watched the light fill the narrow space. Trin went straight to the spot where they had found the other charms, and sure enough, they were located in the head and neck area of the creatures.
Trin was shaking her head as she climbed back on. “I have no ideas what these are, but I really don’t like them. Can you get us out of here?”
Kabyl looked around, and she nodded. She walked up to the wall and put her front claws on it.
“Okay, up first. Got it. Hanging on.” Trin’s legs tightened, and she held onto the spines that Kabyl could see in her shadow.
“Do they make mirrors large enough for dragons?”
Trin’s voice came to her. “Yes, they are called high-rise buildings, and they have a lot of glass. You can also see yourself in a still lake.”
“How are you talking to me?”
“I am the diamond dragon. It is what I do.”
“Right, well, when I get to that large silvery stone, hang on because I am going to drop and start flapping.”
She climbed and gripped the shining rock and pushed away with her wings scooping frantically. Trin held on, and Kabyl got them up and out of the crevasse, and then, she landed on the ground at the top. She looked down, and the rock was still clutched in her claw.
Trin got down and patted her neck. “Now, shift to human, and I will give you a ride back to the hospital. I promise we will do one more pass before we go.”
Kabyl shifted back to human and looked at the rock. She blinked. She had seen that before. “Trin, can you shave a bit of this stone off when you transform? I want to take it to analyze it.”
“It looks like silver.”
“No, it looks like platinum, but I need to run the checks to be sure.”
“Does this area have mining?”
Kabyl looked at Trin. “It does, but it is highly regulated. There aren’t any licenses available this time of year.”
“Um. And of course, all people abide by the laws.”
Kabyl sighed. “My dad is a peacekeeper. I know that they don’t.”
Trin shifted and sliced off the sample that looked tiny next to her claw but was still about half a pound in Kabyl’s hand.
Kabyl put it in her pocket and climbed up Trin’s side. Trin’s neck turned, and her jaws carefully plucked Kabyl off, and she placed her in one clawed hand, covering her with the other. “It is safer. I will set you down if I see another creature.”
Kabyl didn’t answer. Trin was warm, and even her claws were radiating heat. Kabyl tried to fight it, but she was exhausted. The warmth pulled her under.
 
* * * *
 
Trin looked around for any more signs of the creatures, but they seemed to have gotten all the ones that were out and about. Kabyl was snoring softly in her grip. The energy that Trin had transferred wasn’t enough to wage a small war.
Kabyl was astonishing. The liquid she exhaled was very likely nitrogen, her stamina was exceptional, and she must have a heat-sensitive vision. Considering her wake up had only happened that week, she was a juggernaut. Trin’s dragon was amused. A juggernaut that snores.
Trin finished her sweep of the area and then poured on all the speed she could muster to get her back to the hospital. She needed to call some family and friends to help.
 



Chapter Eight
 
 
A woman with Trin’s features but white-blue eyes and black-blue hair was sitting next to the cot in the office when Kabyl woke up.
“Trin would like me to transport you to Rekker City. I just dropped her off, and you are next.”
“What?” Kabyl didn’t have a chance to ask more. The woman gripped her arm, and in a cascade of dark smoke, they were sitting in a library somewhere very warm.
A woman was standing with a book in her hand, and she smiled. “You must be Kabyl. This is Eltrinia. I am guessing that she didn’t make introductions. She looks far too smug.”
What had to be Trin’s sister smiled. “I might have given her a short bit of warning. But you are right. Kabyl Ambermarle, I am Eltrinia Lem. Trin’s younger sister.”
The other woman snorted and then introduced herself. “My name is Aelemilal. Please call me Aeli. I am a mage, and Trin mentioned that you have objects that are unusual and require analysis.”
Kabyl sat up, and she was still wearing the white shirt and the trousers that Trin had provided. “Right.” She fished out all the items and set them on the chaise that she was straddling.
Aeli nodded. “Can I grab them?”
“Please. They were the control units for some kind of creature that was seeking out solo villagers and consuming them.”
Aeli paused. “This?”
“I think it is a chunk of platinum.”
“Ah, that is a far easier identification.” Aeli picked it up, and as Kabyl watched, tendrils of vines emerged from her forearms and touched the chunk of rock. She opened her eyes with a smile. “Yup. Platinum. Good call.”
“How did you do that?”
Aeli smiled. “I was a mage before I found out I was a dragon.”
Eltrinia chuckled. “And she is an earth and plant dragon.”
“Oh. Yeah. That. It is easier for me if folks come here.” Aeli smiled.
Trin walked in with her arms loaded with bags. “Oh, Kabyl, you are awake.”
Eltrinia got up to help her. “This is how she deals with first shifters. Feeds the heck out of them. It works.”
Aeli cleared a spot on one of the tables. “It actually does. I mean, my first shift was quick, but my body demanded that I give it the time it wanted, so I ended up locked in place and sleeping for an entire year. It was pretty restful.”
Eltrinia held two fingers apart, and an arc of lightning went from one to the other. “I had to eat and then practice channeling lightning, oh, and the djinn stuff. Teleportation is a bit of a bear to get a hold of. You have to know where you are going so that you can get there.”
Kabyl asked. “You have been to the hospital?”
“Good catch. No. Trin sent me her image of the building because she can do that with other dragons, and then, I was sitting next to you until you woke.”
“Why did you wait?”
“Folks freak out when they wake up in a place that isn’t where they fell asleep.”
Kabyl nodded. “Understandable. If my week wasn’t already wild, this would cap it.”
Trin and Eltrinia started opening the bags, and amazing scents started wafting through the library. Trin smiled, “Come up and eat, Kabyl. Since your dragon deals with hot and cold, you are a calorie burner. There is every possibility that you can gain energy from consuming things that you hunt, but until you are willing to test that, we are working with takeout.”
Aeli clapped her hands. “Yay! The butler has me on a strict diet of homecooked meals.”
Trin quirked her lips, but there was a bit of a wistful expression.
Eltrinia put a hand on her sister’s shoulder as she said, “Congratulations, Aeli.”
Aeli sighed. “Don’t congratulate me too hard. My mom said that dryad pregnancies can take eighteen months. We won’t know if my mom’s or dad’s genes are going to rear up or if the magic has an effect.”
Trin smiled. “Let’s hope that the dragon portion is the one that wants to see the baby.”
Aeli nodded, and she exhaled. “Let’s. If not, I can just go for a nap for a while and wake up closer to my due date. Well, as long as I am in the garden.”
Trin chuckled. “So, is the councillor excited?”
Aeli rolled her eyes. “He needs a hobby.”
Eltrinia grinned. “You have just given him one.”
Kabyl pieced it together. “Aeli, you are pregnant?”
She nodded with a grimace. “Not planned but still kinda nice.”
Kabyl watched them chat about someone named Mirbella, and she eased around the table to start eating.
She could almost feel the food being broken down and transported to all of the aches and pains in her system. She poured herself tea, and it helped wash the food down as she kept eating.
Eltrinia looked around at one point and went, “Whoa. We are going to need more food. Back in a minute.”
She disappeared in a cloud of black smoke.
Trin grinned, and Aeli was amazed. “Where did you put all that?”
Kabyl shrugged. “I have no idea. It is just being broken down, and I am feeling more alert with every passing moment. Frankly, I don’t even know what I ate. I could probably eat my mom’s cooking after this.”
Trin snickered. “You mentioned that before. It isn’t good?”
“Oh, it defies description. Acids where there have been sugars; spices where there should be vanilla. Vanilla in places it should never be. It is like she puts in the things she likes even though steak is not the place for raspberry syrup.”
Trin shuddered, and Aeli looked intrigued. It was as if her brain was percolating the options for food combos.
As they talked, Kabyl kept eating.
There was a slight tingle in her senses, and she stepped aside as Eltrinia reappeared with an entire dessert cart.
“I raided the teashop. The curator is going to bill you.” She winked at Trin.
Kabyl’s stomach grumbled as she looked at the stacks of pastries that she had only seen in magazines and on the data unit that they had. At one point, they had tried to get her mom to look up recipes, but she chose to improvise every time.
“Do they taste as good as they look?” she asked Eltrinia.
She inclined her head. “They do. The curator wouldn’t have it any other way.”
“Who is the curator?” Kabyl was being drawn toward the tiny tarts and delicate cakes.
“She’s my guardian. We are waiting until I am two, and then, she’s letting me move out or get married.” Eltrinia smiled. “She hopes I will opt for moving out. The courtship is so much fun, I am not in a hurry for it to end.”
Kabyl had been reaching for one of the treats, and she paused. “Two? How old are you?”
Trin chuckled, and Aeli grinned.
Eltrinia made a show of counting on her fingers. “Eleven months. That is when I popped out of the canister and dropped into a bolt of lightning on the way to the ocean.”
Trin chuckled. “She’s mostly my clone. There was a faction down here that enjoys trying to make bigger and better dragons. Eltrinia was the result of some very important work, and now, she is making them pay.”
“Only when I am not working at the museum.” She picked up a macaron and handed it to Kabyl. “Don’t overthink it. Genetically, we’re still sisters, just with different parents.”
Kabyl took the treat and nibbled at it before popping the whole thing into her mouth. “Why did you tell me that?”
Eltrinia smiled. “Trin is collecting very useful dragons as they wake and gathering them into a weird little club.”
“I am hardly collecting you. But, among the normal-waking dragons, there are some that have special talents, and those fires burn bright. I want to keep in touch because fire like that gains attention. Having a group to call on is a nice and stabilizing ability. I have been alone, and I have been with friends. Being with friends is better.” Trin smiled.
Aeli inclined her head. “I definitely agree.”
Eltrinia popped a pastry in her mouth and mumbled, “I like cake.”
They all chuckled, and the tower of pastries slowly dwindled as they surrounded the cart and dug in, swapping favourites and encouraging new flavours to be sampled.
When they were finished and the table was clear, Aeli nodded. “Right, so to business. Let’s look at the charms.”
 
Aeli frowned and took a look at one, pausing and then licking it. She spit a little after that. “Well, these are standard seeking charms, but I need to look this part up.”
Aeli closed her eyes and extended one arm up. In the heart of the library, a shelf quivered, and then, a book came sailing through the air. Vines shot from Aeli’s hand and caught the book. For a moment, it looked as if her wrist was wood.
Kabyl frowned and focused on Aeli’s skin. “How does it transform so fast?”
Aeli chuckled. “Practice. My dragon form takes quite a while to take shape, but I can use flashes of transformation, like a carnivorous plant. As time goes on, you will be able to use flashes of your dragon in everyday life.”
Trin held up a fingertip and showed her diamond-hard nail. “I use it to open pickle jars and tighten screws.”
Eltrinia flexed her hands. “I charge coms.”
Kabyl looked at the pitcher of lemonade on a small table, and she pressed her hand to it. Frost lines crackled across the pitcher. “Apparently, I chill drinks.”
She stopped the energy and pulled her hand back. The others congratulated her while Aeli flipped through the book and looked for the symbols. She frowned, put in a bookmark, and kept flipping.
She found a second one, and when Trin asked what she had found, she held up her hand to ask for a moment.
She flipped between the three pages, and a worried frown furrowed between their brows.
Kabyl looked at the pages, but the words wouldn’t form. “What language is that?”
Aeli kept her eyes focused. “Elder magic. Language before language.”
Kabyl was confused. “What?”
“Language of trees.” Trin murmured next to her.
Finally, Aeli made notes with three parts of the largest glyph separated, and she grimaced. “Right. Whoever made this is an asshole.”
Trin frowned. “Why?”
“This,” she pointed to the first glyph, “means life. The next means consume; the third means all. The separate glyph is seek.”
Kabyl frowned. “Why would anyone want that?”
“Because the sign for life and the sign for precious are the same, except for this tiny little mark.” She used a red pen and made a stroke across the center of the circle with the arrow on one side. “Someone wanted these things to hunt for precious items, and they created killers.”
Kabyl looked to Aeli. “They are still making them. The first one I injured had one companion a few days ago. Today, it had two, and there were three on the opposite side of the forest.”
Aeli looked to Trin. “You are helping her with this?”
“I am.”
“Good. Call me when you have captured the idiot doing this. I will be there, or if Zzara is available, we will both want to have a word with him.” She shrugged. “And the Mage’s Guild, of course.”
Trin nodded. “Of course.”
Kabyl coughed to hide her fury. “Is there a chance of seeing a schematic of the mineral content of the region?”
Aeli nodded, and she walked around to the shelves, picking out a specific book that was over two and a half feet tall. “This is the report given to the first senator regarding mineral content of the continent. For obvious reasons, I don’t let this one fly around.”
She set it on the desk, and she stepped aside. “Go ahead, Kabyl, tell it what you want to see.”
Kabyl walked around and touched the book. It was warm. “Right. I want to see the Anuik Range.” She used the name that the book would recognize.
The cover moved under her hand, and the book flew open, pages flickering until it stopped with the familiar rivers and lakes of her home displayed. Thick veins of gold, silver, and something else wove through the region, with small sprinklings of clear jewels.
She knew what she was looking for. She had seen enough mining maps to know where most of the activity was. The small bit of gold that was threaded through the area was black at a mine access point. “That’s it. That’s where they are coming from.”
She closed the book. “I have to do a few things, but I need to be home for that. Eltrinia, can you take me home?”
Eltrinia looked to Trin, and Trin nodded. “Kabyl, don’t do anything until I get there. I have to file some of this with the senate.”
Kabyl nodded. “If you know where my home is, that is where I will be. I am just going for the mining records, and I am keeping my area under guard tonight.”
Trin nodded. “Fair enough. I will know how to find you, and my dragon will keep an ear out. If you need us, just call.”
Eltrinia nodded. “I will give you all of the numbers. Now, come on, I will get you home.”
Kabyl smiled. “Thanks for the help and the food, Aeli. You have put me on the right path. Trin, I will see you later.”
Eltrinia held out her hand and smiled. “Back to the hospital. I would take you home, but I haven’t been there.”
“Not a problem. I need to talk to my parents.”
She took the woman’s hand, and smoke wrapped around them. It was time to head home and put things into action, but first, she had to bring her family up to speed.
 



Chapter Nine
 
 
Eltrinia wrote down all the com numbers that she could think of.
“Who’s Zzara?”
“Blood dragon, also an excellent mage. She’s adept at both and loves books above all things.” She smiled brightly. “She’s fun.”
Kabyl smiled. “It sounds like it. Thank you for the transports. Are you really... young?”
“Yeah, but I will get older. It happens to the best of us.” She winked and disappeared in that swirl of black.
Kabyl licked her lips, smiled at the taste of sugar in her mouth, and went to her dad’s room to give him an update.
He was sitting up, and his skin had nearly knit completely, if in a set of crimson lines on his face. His stitches should be removed in the next few hours.
“Kabyl! Are you all right?” Mander tried to reach for her, but she came to him.
“I am fine. Apparently, our food budget is about to explode. When I shift, it burns a lot of calories.”
He chuckled.
“You are looking better. Less like a carved-up roast.”
He sighed. “Yeah. I didn’t even hear it. Suddenly, it was next to me, and another one was on the other side. They grabbed at me, but there were trees in the way. It was how I managed to stay alive. I ran for it, and when I collapsed at the peacekeeper station, Dexter took care of me. Then you came. Aw, baby. You are living frost.”
“I know. I have even met the diamond dragon. She is the one that gave Mom a lift.”
“Yeah, your mom said something like that. I thought she was delirious with worry about me.”
Kabyl laughed and squeezed his hand. “I am very glad you made it, and the new scars will make you look like a pirate.”
He smiled. “I think so, too, but Morningwell is going to need some convincing.”
“Well, you are going to be off duty for a week, at least. You can do it then.”
He grinned and then sobered. “So, what have you learned?”
“This isn’t going to stop naturally. I have to go to the mining records office, but this is what we learned.” She took a deep breath and explained it. “Someone has been creating hunters to seek out mineral deposits, but they fucked up, and now, they are hunting anything alive.”
“Shit.”
“Yeah. We have destroyed six of them, but since they are easy to make, they are going to be replaced.”
He frowned. “What mineral?”
“If the mineral is related to the charm, they are after gold.”
“Fvald.”
“I don’t think so. I think he was one of the victims.”
Her father was surprised. “You think so?”
“There were six charms of gold, weighing half a pound each and cast with a strange ancient glyph. That doesn’t sound like a guy who trades nuggets for whores.”
Her father nodded, and her mother returned with a tray of food that looked like it wouldn’t suit an invalid.
“Kabyl! Did things get sorted?” Her mother kissed her cheek and put the junk food down on the tray that swung over the bed. Kabyl shook her head with a smirk.
“Things did partially get sorted, but there are a few final touches that have to be dealt with. I am really glad you guys are here, now I have to make sure that the town stays safe until my backup arrives.”
Her father perked up. “Backup?”
“Yeah, the diamond dragon, and she was looking for some other specialists to help.” Kabyl repeated what she had been told. “I am not allowed to start anything until she arrives, but I can do all the research that I have planned. Can I use your keys to the records office?”
He nodded and said. “Officially, no.”
She gave him a thumbs-up and leaned in to kiss his cheek. “I am really glad that Mom picked a shifter.”
He grinned. “Me too.”
Her mom blushed, careful hugs were handed around, and Kabyl smiled before she left.
Brommin met her in the hall. He inclined his head. “I am keeping an eye on your parents.”
“Thank you. Your wife is a charming woman.”
He gave her a long look, and then, he grinned. “She can be. She can also be a train on a track only she can see.”
“Right. It does feel like she can see further than the moment.”
Brommin smiled. “She and her dragon are twined tightly. Her dragon bleeds into her consciousness frequently.”
Kabyl remembered Trin’s expression. “Did you two... she... you don’t have children?”
“Not yet. We thought that... but it didn’t come to fruition.”
“Oh. I am sorry. That must be difficult.”
He shrugged. “Diamond dragons are made to rule, not reproduce. We are trying to relax and just enjoy being together, but when all is quiet, we feel a little empty.”
He paused. “Why am I telling you this?”
She smiled. “Don’t worry. My dad has always told me I have the gift of confession. Everybody tells me everything. I just have to ask.”
Brommin frowned. “Seriously?”
“Yeah. It gets awkward when a guy is flirting and I ask him what his intentions are.” She chuckled. “I usually don’t like the answer, and that is enough of that.”
“Oh. That would be a little off-putting. No one really needs to know.”
“Well, I did catch a serial killer that way, so it isn’t all bad.” She shrugged.
“That sounds like a story.”
She inhaled and exhaled. “A story for another day. I have to do some research and get home to feed the dogs.”
He brightened. “You have dogs?”
“Four. They pull the sled that I use as winter transport.”
“Nice. I wish I could meet them. I love dogs.” Brommin sighed. “But I do travel a lot with Trin’s duties.”
“Maybe when things slow down...”
He smiled. “That won’t happen, but it is a nice thought.”
“If you want to come and play with the dogs, you are welcome.”
He gave her a sober glance. “Do you have a com system and a data machine?”
“I do.”
“Excellent. I will accompany you. Just give me a moment to alert Trin.” He paused. “Your father is recovering and does not require my guardianship.”
Kabyl nearly laughed, but he quickly picked up his com and pressed a single button. He turned and started speaking to Trin, his voice low and sweet. When he finished his chat, he returned to her side. “Shall we go?”
She shrugged. “Sure. Why not?”
She headed for the main doors of the hospital, and once outside, she made sure to clear it before she transformed into her winged form.
Brommin walked calmly, and he soon shifted into an onyx dragon. He waited for her to take flight and then joined her on the trip home.
 
Kabyl focused on the records building, and she landed in front of it. Barefoot, she walked up the steps and looked at the now-transformed Brommin. She tried the door, and it was locked. She grinned. “My dad said I could use his key.”
She whirled and kicked the door, right under the lock. The door swung open with a snap.
Brommin raised his brows. “Your father’s key?”
“He always said a precise kick was better than waiting for a hesitant criminal to open the door. He’s a very calm man, and this is about the only flash of irritation that he shows.”
The building was empty, as it should be in the dark of night. She went over to the mine records and started flipping. She pulled out several applications along with denied files.
She flicked through four different sections that were scattered in the valley and pulled the complete files for each.
Brommin asked, “How are you seeing all of that? It is dark as night in here.”
She looked over at him, and he nodded. “Ah. That explains it.”
“What?”
“Do you normally walk around at night?”
“Sure. Night takes up a lot of time around here.”
“Your eyes illuminate.”
“Oh. Neat.” She grabbed the armload of files and said, “Back to my place. I can put on some light and some tea, and then, we can make a plan to search the area.”
“You really want to wait?”
“No, but I have to check on our dogs. I know that my neighbors would have fed them, but I still worry.”
She walked through the empty streets, and there was no one visible. Lights were on in some homes, but the freshly fallen snow didn’t have any prints in it.
It didn’t take them long to get to the store, and she walked around to enter via the family entrance.
She put the documents on a table, and then, she went outside to check on her furry buddies.
Brommin followed her. “Can I meet them?”
He seemed rather eager, so she nodded.
She went to the meat that was stored for this purpose, and she chopped it up and put it in their respective bowls.
She stacked the bowls together and walked out to her team. Piles of snow got up and shook themselves, paws dancing happily as they started to yip at her presence.
“Team, this is Brommin. You have met his wife. She’s the scary big dragon who can cut through stone with her fingertips.” She fed them and gave them pats while they smacked and chomped their way through the food.
She dug her fingers into their thick fur and gave them a solid massage, checking their condition and making tails wag. Everybody was great, and that meant that Mrs. Eberhart had been feeding them. She always snuck in extra portions for the team.
Brommin was crouched next to Tailor and was getting his face scrubbed by the slobbery tongue of the wiggling boy.
Once she was sure that everybody was good, she smiled. “You can stay here as long as you want. I will get the fire going and put the kettle on.”
He grinned, she scrubbed her hands off in the snow and went inside. The power had been on long enough to keep the house warm, but they only kept it on minimal temperature to just take the chill off. She started the fire and put the kettle on. She activated the lights and sat at the dining table and opened the files.
It took ten minutes before Brommin came in, a huge grin on his face. “That was fun.”
She smiled and nodded. “Good. We are going to have tea and snacks, and then, we are going to do a sweep of the area. I think I know who the asshole is.”
 



Chapter Ten
 
 
“How did you figure it out?” Brommin sat and ate a cookie with his tea.
“The same guy has been turned down for mining rights in all four areas. The second area, he tried to file the documents four times. There was an existing claim on the site, so he tried to buy it, but the original owner wasn’t selling.”
“Who was the original owner?”
She inhaled and exhaled slowly. “One of the men who stayed in the camps. There are no traces of the camps right now. Whatever these things were, they killed them all.”
“Shit.”
“Yeah. It sucks. How long do you think it will be before your mate shows up?”
“I don’t know, but I do know that we can take a few tours around the area, looking for trouble. We just can’t do much about it.”
“Well, if there is anything threatening any of the citizens, they are getting a blasting.” She gave him a frank look.
Brommin grinned. “I am keeping you safe, so my mate doesn’t kill me. Let’s go.”
“Is that something you worry about? Trin’s state of mind?”
“Of course, I am her mate, but she is the diamond dragon. She has a lot on her plate, and her arrival has woken dragons across the world. Women who should never have been capable of transformation are cropping up all over.”
She grinned. “Like me.”
“Correct. Your grandmother is a dragon, and your parents are not. You shouldn’t have been able to manage it.”
She didn’t explain her biological father. It wasn’t any of Brommin’s business if he didn’t know already.
She headed outside and waited for her new buddy.
They headed into the woods until they were in an area large enough for the shift. She transformed and took flight then waited at a height of a few hundred feet and circled the area slowly, looking for heat signatures and panic signatures. Nothing was in her small town, so at least they were safe for now.
When Brommin was up, they spiraled out from the center. Kabyl kept her focus on the ground, and when she saw some of the dark things moving toward a farmhouse, she dropped altitude and started blasting. Three more of the beasts were moving in search of life.
She darted in and hosed them all before swooping upward. Brommin let loose with a concussive blast, and the pieces of the beasts flew everywhere.
She landed and started digging in their remains when she heard the wingbeats. Brommin was coming in for a landing. She shifted to human and found the three chunks of gold in short order. She stuffed them in the amazing pockets that seemed to hold whatever she stuck in them.
Brommin turned his head skyward, and the glittering bulk of Trin glided in, settling in the meadow. There was a dark figure on her neck, and it disembarked before she shifted into a more conversational form, with huge wings sprouting from her back.
Kabyl was stunned and walked up to her, gesturing to her wings. “We can do that?”
Brommin was walking toward them, and he had the same wing arrangement on his back. “You too?”
He shrugged. “The upper warrior classes of dragons can usually manage wings in human form. You are one of us and should be able to master this trick soon.”
Kabyl was frowning when Trin brought up her passenger.
“Kabyl, this is Elioth. He’s your tutor. One of the other dragons has family who are non-humans, and he is a distant relative of hers. He is here to teach you how to manage your attacks in either form.”
Kabyl looked at the man who was wearing a cloak lined with fur, was wearing green and brown, and was peculiarly tall. She smiled tightly. “Hello. I am sure that you will be very informative, but there were just three more of the beasts on the way to a farm, and we need to stop it before they make another.”
Trin smiled. “Do you know where?”
She nodded. “I do.”
“Let’s go.”
Kabyl nodded and asked, “Are you going to shift? Is Elioth coming with us?”
He inclined his head. “I will be fine on my own. I need to familiarize myself with the local trees and rhythms.”
Trin smiled. “Go ahead, Kabyl, we will keep up.”
Kabyl shrugged, shifted, and took off. She knew where the creatures were being built and why. The idiot had filed for a patent.
 
She stood next to the mine entrance and waited for Trin and Brommin to join her. She didn’t actually have the authority to arrest anyone, but Trin and Brommin represented the senate. If anyone could take someone into custody, they could.
The couple landed behind her, and Trin said, “We will follow your lead.”
Kabyl nodded and swallowed, being frank. “Don’t let me kill anyone. I still want to be a peacekeeper.”
Trin’s eyes widened. “Of course.”
Brommin nodded. “We won’t let you get a record.”
She nodded, straightened her shoulders, and tugged at the sleeves of the shirt that had seemed so pretty a few days earlier.
She walked into the cavern, and the deeper they went, the easier it was to see the light up ahead. There was the sound of chanting, and Kabyl exhaled a stream of cold that would cause a disruption in the work that Dennis Rygar was engaged in.
The chant paused. “Is someone there?”
“Yes, Dennis. You have been really busy. Been working here long?” She walked forward and smiled at him. They had been in school together, and she knew he recognized her the moment that his gaze hit her.
“Kabyl. What are you doing here?” He moved to protect the objects on the table behind him.
“Oh, you know. Fighting monsters, air flighting my dad to the hospital, checking into the countless dead miners and outer villagers.”
He frowned. “What?”
She reached into her pocket and pulled out one of the charms. “How many of these have you set loose?”
He blinked. “Where did you get that?”
She swung the charm back and forth. “This one? Oh, I found it in a field, outside the Miller’s farm.”
She walked up to him and showed him the object. “How many, Dennis?”
“Eleven. There are eleven of them out there. But... you don’t understand, they claw through the stone and excrete clean precious metals.”
“And do you know where they are?”
He frowned. “No. I assumed they went too deep for me to recall.”
“Where did you get the glyphs that you used?”
He looked wary. “Why?”
She leaned in and said softly. “Because you got them wrong.”
She reached past him and held up the charm he had been working on for his twelfth monster. “See this? It says life. Not enrichment, not whatever you wanted it to look for, it says life. They are seeking out living things. There are no rabbits, no bears, no wolves, nothing in the woods. Your creatures have consumed them all.”
He backed away, laughing lightly. “Some animals, that isn’t too bad.”
“Not just animals. I am guessing that they started with animals, but the miners are missing. The camps are empty. The outer villager cabins have been torn apart, and blood smears are all that is left of the inhabitants. People that we went to school with, that we played with. Your creatures have destroyed them.”
He shook his head. “That isn’t possible.”
She shrugged and turned, pulling her shirt up. “These marks were made less than a week ago. Something nearly carved me in half, and if it hadn’t spurred on a crisis, I wouldn’t be here now. My dad was carved up like a Christmas ham. He’s still in hospital.” She faced him again.
Dennis was looking pale, and she could see his mind scrambling around to find a way to not make it his fault. She had to break the lock he had in his head.
“They were having an evening of tea and conversation, and your mining creature punched through the wall of their home like it wasn’t there and consumed them. What happened then? Did you feel better? Grow more powerful?”
His eyes widened, and he bent over, dry heaving. “Oh god, oh god.”
She nodded and looked to Trin. “Are you good to take over?”
“I am. There are two left?”
“Apparently.” She looked at Dennis. “Hey, which direction did the last two go?”
He blinked. “The Harlan vein. I sent them this evening, and they were producing fine an hour ago.”
“What happened then?”
“I started feeling strong about ten minutes ago. Just a little bit, nothing major.”
Kabyl left him trying to explain that he didn’t know. Brommin and Trin were reading him his rights, and Brommin was cuffing his hands behind his back. She knew that vein very well. It ran right through town and under her home, where her dogs were chained up in the back yard.
She transformed outside the entrance to the mine cavern and headed for home. She really wished that she could see the beasts with the heat vision, but they weren’t alive, didn’t breathe, and even their screams were the screech of stone on stone.
She looked ahead of her, locking on the small flickers of heat in the distance. She got more altitude and kept her gaze sharp as she circled when she arrived at the town. Her worry got the better of her, and she dropped near her home, shifting to run to her dogs and put them in the house.
“They will just come through the walls if they are after the animals,” Elioth spoke from the shadows.
She paused and looked at him for a moment. “I know, but these animals are my friends. They are under my care, and the beasts seem to go for animals first because they are easier to find. I am making the dogs difficult to find, so hopefully, that will be enough.”
“They always attack on the surface?”
“Yes. Every dwelling I have seen that has been attacked has had the roof ripped open.”
He nodded, and she noted that he had his bow out. “Do you use that?”
He chuckled. “I do. It is a good long-range weapon if you have the right load in the head.”
She had no idea what that was about, but when the ground shivered underneath her, she realized that she had made herself the perfect target, closest living thing to the mine.
She tried to shift, but her body was exhausted. “Shit.”
She focused on flying and leaped. Sailing up and out of the grasp of the beast an inch away from the claws wasn’t her first instinct, but it was the best one for the moment.
She screamed at the first beast and hit it with the freezing attack. Elioth fired his bow, and the beast exploded. She was on the lookout for the next beast, and it appeared a moment later, next to the shed. Trees bent, and it looked at her like she was the best butterfly in the whole world. She fired, Elioth fired, and when the creature shattered, she dropped as well.
She was kneeling in her back yard and breathing hard. He walked up to her and knelt next to her. “What needs to be done?”
“They have charms in their necklines somewhere. Chunks of gold. Pull them out. I am going to crawl to the house and let the dogs out.” She chuckled.
“If you wait a moment, I can help you.”
“Thank you. That would be nice.” She sat in the snow, not feeling it at all now. Her imperviousness to cold had taken hold.
Elioth came back and held out his hand. She took it, and he pulled her to her feet. Her head spun, but she shook it off and staggered toward her home. The dogs ran out as they hated being warm. They had more cold tolerance than she did.
She left them loose, just in case. They would stay around home. It was almost time for their morning feeding.
Her tutor came in and looked around.
“Make yourself at home. I am going to have a bit of a nap. My first week of transformation has been a little too eventful.” She staggered to one side, and he frowned and reached to her.
She gave him a bleary look. “Are my wings gone?”
“Yes.”
“Thank goodness. I wouldn’t want to crush them.” She collapsed in his arms. This was getting embarrassing.
 



Chapter Eleven
 
 
Waking up in her own bed was a nice change. Smelling breakfast cooking was amazing.
She was wearing a nightshirt, and her clothes were cleaned and hanging over a chair. She tiptoed out, and Elioth was sitting at her dining room table with food covered, and he had a stack of books at his elbow, his focus deeply in the one he was reading. A treatise on the history of the continent.
“Hello. Did you change my clothing?”
He didn’t look up, his dark hair slid over his shoulders. “I did. You had been in them for too long. They might shift with you, but they don’t wash themselves.”
She blushed. “Is that food for me?”
“Yes. I have already eaten... twice.”
Kabyl felt like she was being chided, and she didn’t know why.
She shrugged and sat at the table, looking at the mound of eggs and bacon, and knowing that she was going to eat it all.
“Lady Trin warned me of your appetite.”
“Funny, she didn’t mention yours at all.” She pulled the platter to her and picked up the first egg with two fingers, dropping the whole thing into her mouth, tucking it in neatly. Her body was still dissolving her food the moment it hit her stomach, so she quickly made her way through the dozen eggs and the pound of fried bacon.
Elioth had lowered his book. “How the hell did you eat all that?”
She shrugged. “Apparently, my body and my dragon are still learning how to share resources. I burn too many calories. Then, I pass out.”
His brows rose. “Ah. That explains it. So, you might benefit from not engaging in a full shift.”
She quirked her lips. “Probably. I don’t know how it would work.”
“Did you see the arrows I used?”
She closed her eyes to remember. She had already been nearly out at that point. “Yes. You had explosive heads on them.”
He held up his hand, and a small ball of green flame burned against his skin. “Yes and no. I locked some energy to the tip of the arrow and expanded it on contact.”
“Oh. That explains it.” She got up and went to the cabinet, looking for cookies. She found the container and worked on them until the jar was empty.
She was putting the jar back on the counter when she looked over at Elioth. “Did Trin and Brommin come here?”
“No. They called me, though. The perpetrator is on the way to the capitol, with all of his notes and documents. Lady Trin mentioned that she would be in contact with you as you would need to be a witness at the trial.”
She nodded. “Right. Of course. Well, for now, I am going to bathe, get dressed and go looking for solid numbers of the dead. I have to find every cabin, tent, and homestead that the creatures destroyed.”
He raised his brows. “Would you like company?”
She shrugged. “You can give me the theory of what you want to teach, and I can tell you what you are trying to learn about the local woods.”
He smiled. “You know about the local woods?”
“Of course. Like all other children in the area, I have been taught about the medicinal properties of the leaves and trees. We depend on them.”
Elioth looked grudgingly impressed. “Do you mind if I test you?”
She shrugged. “Feel free. I will be back in a few minutes.”
Kabyl took a shower and got dressed in her shifter clothing but with standard underwear under it. Now that the emergency was over, the supportive undershirt was going back on. Her breasts were much happier to be under control.
The shirt was clean, but she had really been rough with it. The trousers were pretty rough as well. She got dressed, put on socks, and counted on not shifting today.
The charms were still clicking in her pockets as she stared in the mirror and braided her hair.
It felt more and more like her old self as she stared at her weirdly blue eyes in the mirror. It was always odd to look herself in the eye. She felt like there was something else behind her gaze and know she knew there was.
Her dragon chuckled in the back of her mind.
She sighed and walked out to see Elioth. She stared, and she started to chuckle. They looked like siblings. His hair had been braided while she was in her bedroom, and he was standing, holding one of the books.
She smiled. “If you are ready, we can get going.” She grabbed a notebook and pencils. If it was cold, pens wouldn’t write.
Her boots were comfortable, and the fur-lined jacket made her feel toasty the moment it was in place. Her father had hunted the pelts for her, and her mother had used her sewing skills to put it together. Her mom couldn’t cook, but she could take a needle to a moose hide and come out with a three-piece suit.
Elioth put on his cloak, and he quirked his brow. “I imagine that we are not flying?”
“No. We need to do a standard spiral sweep. I will identify the closest of those who were killed by the creatures, and from there, we will continue. It might take a few days.”
He frowned. “Why are you doing this?”
“Because my father is the local peacekeeper, my mother is with him, and at a conservative guess, over twenty people are dead.”
He paused. “How are we travelling?”
She walked past the workshop and went to the storage area.
She opened the large door and reached inside, pulling on the sled that her father used to take his family on trips.
Elioth frowned. “Why didn’t you ask for help?”
“Because although it is heavy, it is more awkward.” Once it got on the snow, it was easy for her to move around.
It was heavy if she lifted it but light for a sled of its size. The dogs would be able to handle it easily. She got it into a good position, checked to make sure that there weren’t any insects or inhabitants, and then went to get the dogs.
She smiled when the dogs were in position, quivering with the urge to move. She grabbed some extra haunches of meat and strapped them to the sled. She looked at Elioth. “Hop in.”
He frowned. “Where?”
She patted the slope of the seat. “Here. You get to ride while I steer.”
“That doesn’t seem appropriate.”
“That’s fine. Do you know how to run a dogsled?”
He blinked and then slowly shook his head. “It is a skill I would not mind acquiring.”
“First, you learn to ride, then you learn to run the team.”
He climbed in, and she showed him how to tuck his cloak around him for warmth. “I am going to put some light straps on you, it is just for the turns.”
She briefed him on acting like a sack of potatoes, and then, she got up behind him and whistled. The dogs stopped fidgeting.
She pulled her fluffy mittens on, checked to make sure that Elioth had the notepad and pencil, and then, she yelled, “Marche!”
The dogs strained, pulling at the harnesses, and then, the sled started to move. She kicked off several times to build speed, and then, the dogs were off.
She hung on, and they moved through the woods with surprising dexterity. The cabins were known to her, and she drove past all of them, pausing when she saw the wreckage of the first cabin, telling Elioth what to write down. “Zagree Nerwell. Age fifty-six. Female. Lived alone.” Kabyl dragged in a deep breath. “She died during the third day of attacks.”
“How do you know?”
“She is on Beliado vein of minerals. They were the second to the last ones that we destroyed. The creatures followed the mineral deposits.”
He made the notes and tucked everything back in when he was ready to continue.
She pulled her hood up and pushed off again, her dogs taking them the ten minutes to the next shattered cabin.
He didn’t say anything, he just wrote down the names of the three kids that had lived there with their father. She wiped at her eyes, and then, they continued on. They used every moment of daylight in their search, and the death toll was over forty when she finished at the camps.
Elioth was sober as Kabyl drove them back to her home. He was looking like he had just come to a decision.
She fed the dogs again. They had done a lot of good work today, and they were fed accordingly. Their half-hour break for food and rest while they were away had been welcome. She had gone behind a tree and cried. Now, they were in for the rest of the night.
Kabyl walked inside and tried to shake the hollow feeling.
“You don’t know if they are all dead. There were a few cabins that were empty and didn’t have blood in them.” Elioth was stoking the fire, and the kettle was already in place.
“Unless the fire was on, there wouldn’t be any reason for the creatures to rip the house open, and few folk here waste firewood.”
She looked at the list and then pushed it aside. “Shit.”
He looked at her and nodded. “I am going to be staying here.”
Kabyl looked at him in surprise. “What? Why? That is a weird non-sequitur.”
Elioth smiled slightly. “You need someone to help. This community doesn’t know yet how bad the issues were. They are going to need help. I can be helpful.”
She looked at him with what she was sure was a confused expression. “Why?”
“I have the gift of empathy with higher beings. I can feel the waves of pain in the forest and parts of your town. They know about your father’s injuries?”
She nodded. “My mom told them that she had to close the general store, and then, she told them why. Oh, and then, she flew away on a dragon, and aside from Doc Weathering, there aren’t dragons here.”
“Doc Weathering and you.”
“Oh. Right. Yeah.” She flexed her hands and then rubbed them on her thighs. “I just wish I could do something else.”
“Get up and come with me.”
She scowled. “We haven’t even had tea.”
“This will only take a moment, and it will definitely be a distraction.”
Kabyl got to her feet. “Fine.”
He grinned. It was a surprising expression.
They walked outside, and she only put her boots on. She was getting better at ignoring the cold but hated wet socks.
“This is the reason that my cousin and then Lady Trin thought I would be a good tutor.” He took the clasp from his belt, and with a slight twitch of his arm, it unfolded into a strung bow.
He pulled his arm back, and an arrow appeared with a dark head. He released it, and it whirled along until it struck a pile of snow and the shadow spread before fading away.
“You try it. It generates its own arrows. You just need to focus.”
He handed it to her and corrected her grip slightly. “You have used a bow before.”
“We sometimes need to kill something quietly. It does the job.”
He nodded. “Of course. Now, think about your breath attack, focus on how you feel when you fire it. Aim it at something you don’t mind destroying, and let the arrow fly. The bow will contain the power until it strikes something.”
She followed his directions and aimed into the space between the trees, she checked to make sure there were no heat signatures, and then, she focused on the rush of rage that she felt when she used her attack.
An arrow appeared, and the power kept flowing into it.
Elioth shouted, “Let it go!”
She fired it, and it soared out, growing larger as it flew until it wedged between two trees before it exploded.
Elioth grabbed her and pulled her down as the shattered trees sent shards spinning in an upward pattern.
She smelled summer when he pressed against her, and as the last crackling bit of wood dropped, she pushed back against him. “You okay?”
He nodded and shook his cloak so that the pieces of shattered tree fell away. “Well. It seems we have a little work to do.”
She looked around at the small fragments of wood that had stuck into everything from chest height and up. The dogs were fine, back to sleeping in little fluff balls, their tails covering their muzzles. The trees that she had tried to shoot through were gone.
Elioth smiled, and the kettle inside began to whistle. “Well, there is some work to do, but are you distracted?”
She looked at the back of the house, decorated like it had pissed off a porcupine. “I am definitely distracted. Thanks.”
They went inside, and a plan of study was discussed, and the notebook on the table was not. It could wait until the next sunrise.
 



Chapter Twelve
 
 
Peacekeeper Dexter came to the store that night, and she gave him a copy of the list. He was going to confirm it before he announced anything to the town.
Kabyl nodded. “Good. There might be one or two who were in town and now have no proper home to return to.”
“I will take care of it. Kabyl, does your dad now about... him?” Dexter jerked his head toward Elioth, who was kneading dough for a loaf of bread.
“Probably. Trin is very forthcoming with information. If not, he will learn when he comes home or returns here.”
Heavy wingbeats were suddenly audible. Elioth looked up from his book. “Ah, they are here.”
Kabyl walked outside and stood as her parents were lowered carefully by long claws before Trin shot up, transformed into her winged form, and then, she landed outside the house.
Kabyl went to her dad and hugged him carefully. “I am glad you are up and around.”
“So am I, baby.” He smiled and stroked her hair. “Dexter is here?”
“Yeah. He is getting the list of the dead.” She sighed. “They are the ones I couldn’t find.”
Her mother murmured, “Oh, honey,” and pulled her close.
They did their group hug thing for a minute until Trin whispered, “Sorry about this, but I am getting cold.”
Kabyl looked at her and realized that she was blocking the door. The Ambermarles unraveled from their group hug, and everyone headed inside.
Elioth was making tea, and he inclined his head toward her parents. “It is good to see you again.”
Kabyl watched as her father slowly nodded. “I thought you hadn’t decided if you were staying.”
Elioth handed Mander a cup of tea. “I went out with your daughter to find the marks of the dead. She’s caring, so I am staying.”
Trin quirked her lips and beckoned to Kabyl. She followed the other dragon, and Trin closed the door to her bedroom behind them.
“Whew, so you have made a favourable impression on Elioth. Congratulations.”
Kabyl spoke softly. “So, not have a tutor was a possibility?”
“Naw, I would have gotten you a guard from the senate to master the dragon side of things. The energy attack was what I thought was a higher priority. If you can control that, you can control the drain to your system. Elioth thought that all hunters and trappers up north were savages, so he said he would come on a trial basis to see if you had merit to learn the techniques of his people.”
Kabyl blinked. “He didn’t say that.”
“He said it to me, but I knew you would make a good impression. This situation proved that magic in the wrong hands was far more dangerous than a human settlement in the wilderness.”
“Oh. Right. I see. He is worried about the damage to nature that the town has caused.”
Trin nodded. “Apparently, he liked what he saw when you took him on the tour.”
She sighed. “It wasn’t a tour. We were counting the dead. He did get to see the human habitation around here, and the lack of wildlife caused by the creatures.” Kabyl rubbed her neck. “That series of attacks is going to have ripples for years. Predators and prey, all lost to the area.”
Trin frowned. “Will you need help?”
Kabyl chuckled. “Eltrinia gave me the numbers. I will call if I have to. It might interest you to know that Elioth has begun training me.”
“Has he? What was the result?”
“A large explosion. I need to be less angry when I target.” She wrinkled her nose.
Trin grinned. “We all learn in different ways. Oh, your grandmother has answered a few of our questions. I have warned your parents that she is interested in visiting.”
Kabyl’s eyes widened. “Why?”
Trin put a calming hand on her shoulder. “Because you have changed, and she might be able to help you with it.”
“I haven’t changed, the other part of me just came out.” Kabyl paced in her room.
Trin’s voice was soft. “Then, you need to tell her that. Urada Cornish is a strong woman who has had to deal with a lot of strange circumstances in her life.”
“Some that she incurred on her own.”
Trin nodded. “We all make decisions in the heat of the moment when we panic. Sometimes they work out, sometimes others have to pay for our inability to save everyone. So, we start by saving ourselves, and then, we save those closest to us in whatever manner we can.” Trin smiled slightly. “If we don’t take care of ourselves first, those we love are in the line of fire, and we won’t be able to help them.”
Kabyl paused. “You are telling me to give her another chance?”
“Just hear her out. Completely. Let her talk to you, not the child that felt rejection, but the woman who needs guidance from another dragon with the same kind of signature. Your grandmother spews a flaming liquid. I think she can show you a lot.”
“Then, why Elioth?”
“Because you need a companion, and you need to master the skill that you can exhibit in your human form.” She quirked a smile, her eyes amused. “You are going to be helped by two masters. Madame Cornish is eager to prove herself to you. Elioth has deigned to accept you as a sort of apprentice.”
“So, chosen by two people who normally wouldn’t have given me the time of day?” Kabyl flopped onto her bed.
“They are both eager to teach you. They know that an opportunity to do something great has been offered to them. If you say the word, they are gone.”
Trin was sitting on the edge of the bed and patted her knee. “Now, get up. Your dad is home safe, and we are looking for a place to put the new arrivals.”
Kabyl nodded and sat up. “The old Sheffer place is cold but available. So is the Harker house.”
“Good. Now, go tell them that.” Trin nudged her with her elbow. “I am going to get a lift home with Eltrinia after I get something to eat.”
They emerged and found Kabyl’s mother trying to sneak up on Elioth and touch the tip of the pointed ear that was emerging from his hair as he sat at the table, talking to Mander and Dexter. “Mom. We have talked about this. You don’t touch ears unless someone gives you permission.”
Her mother quickly backed up and put her hands behind her back. “Yes, Kabyl.”
Elioth looked at Kabyl with amused surprise. “I must say, that has never been an issue before.”
“Oh, we are full of strange rituals here. I am going to put something in the oven and then head out to the Sheffer place and the Harker house. I just want to get fires going and check to make sure they are inhabitant free.”
Her dad looked at her with a curious expression. “Why?”
“Elioth is going to be staying, and I thought he might like some privacy, and Trin has warned me that Grandma Cornish might be on the way. I thought we might like some privacy.”
Mander looked around and nodded. “That is a sound idea. I am feeling weak and craving pie.”
She snorted and headed to their cold storage. She got some apple pies and some meat pies, carrying them toward the kitchen. She unwrapped the paper from around them, put it in the kindling pile, and put the pies in the ovens.
“Okay, I am just going to check the other houses. I will be back in half an hour. The pies are ready in an hour.” She made eye contact with her father. “Got it?”
“Got it.” He smiled.
She kissed his forehead, over two of the scars. “I am glad you are home.”
She hugged her mom, put on some boots, and headed for the door.
“Kabyl, what about your coat?”
“I don’t need it anymore.” She went to the wall with all the keys for the homes in town and took the two she wanted.
Elioth appeared behind her. “I will come with you.”
She shrugged. “Sure. It is only a few minutes away.”
She walked outside, and Elioth closed the door behind him. They walked slowly toward the Sheffer place. “Why does your home have all the keys?”
She shrugged. “When my father took over as local peacekeeper, he was literally given the keys to the town. It is an act of trust. Only the buildings inside the town have the keys in our home. Anything out of the territory becomes part of the villages, and they don’t want us to have access, so they get a longer response time.”
“Ah, so, the lack of privacy is the price of the town’s security.”
“Correct. It is a price that those in town are willing to pay, and the trust helps build community, but it does mean that bits of behaviour don’t go unnoticed. If you screw up here, we all know.”
“No pressure.” He smiled.
They reached the Sheffer cottage, and she opened it. The building was sound, and there were no heat signatures inside. “No rodents. Let’s see if we can start a fire. This place only has electric lights.”
“That is not a problem.”
She checked on the wood situation and sighed. “We will need more firewood for you to remain here. Hang on, I will check to see if there is any left outside.”
She walked outside and found the wood that was still in place. Later in the year, it would dwindle when neighbors used it, but now, it was pretty robust. A bit of poking around yielded a rusted axe.
She found a stump and went to work on it. When she returned, she had a few handfuls of kindling and an armload of cut logs.
Elioth had a tiny fire started. She handed him the kindling, and he worked the flames carefully until a larger piece could be added to the fireplace.
“Why are you starting the fires and then leaving the buildings?” Elioth asked her.
“Ah, to check the heat retention. Now that I have my heat senses at my disposal, I will be able to orient myself by where the fires are and see if there are any places that need insulation for next year.”
“I see.”
“It also wouldn’t do to put a guest up in a place that required constant heating. We do have fairly high standards of hospitality. No one dies because of sloppy housekeeping.”
He blinked. “That is a fairly good thing to have in a community.”
The wood continued to pile up until a cheery blaze was pumping heat into the room. The fire screen was a little rusty but still functional, and when the room’s temperature climbed, she took a look at the bed and bedding that was left.
“What happened to the owner?”
“They passed away. Mr. Sheffer built the cabin for himself and his family. The children moved away, and he and his wife aged here until they passed away after spending happy years together. They died six weeks apart, and they are buried in the town cemetery.”
“When did they pass?”
“Mrs. Sheffer died three years ago. We take turns keeping up the yard and gardens.” She shrugged.
He smiled wryly. “There are gardens here?”
“There are, and they are beautiful, but you have to be quick. Life isn’t kind or long around here. It is a harsh environment, and the people know it. You have to be willing to risk your life annually for this kind of freedom.” She smiled and went to check out the well inside the house.
It took a bit of effort to get the well working, but Elioth said he could manage. The kitchen was stocked with the standard plates and utensils.
“Okay, it is all here but the food, and we can get you some supplies tomorrow morning.” She grinned and took the key off the wall. “Here is your key.”
“What if I find the house more to my liking?”
She chuckled. “Then, I would have to revaluate what I have learned about you. Come on.”
Bemused, he followed her, and they made their way to the Harker house.
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
 
Kabyl finished doing the same prep she had done at the Sheffer cottage and finally looked at Elioth.
“Well, this one or the other one?” She chuckled, knowing the answer.
“Um, the Sheffer house is fine. I am good with that one.”
She didn’t blame him. Annabella Harker had had an eye for erotic figurines and portraiture, but as she was gone, and they hadn’t found anyone who was able to take over the artwork with any kind of comfort, the décor stayed. It was a bordello with no whores of any gender. Annabella had simply purchased every nude she found with no preference for the sex depicted.
“I thought you might be. Annabella was an excellent piano teacher, but her taste for visuals left something to be desired.”
“Did she enjoy male company?”
“No. She just liked the images. She didn’t have a sexual partner while she was here, as far as I know.”
“How did she pass?”
She sighed. “Bear attack. She was crossing a meadow on her daily walk and ran into a bear with aggression in mind. She was found a few hours later, and she died in my bed, waiting for emergency transport.”
He blinked. “You couldn’t use the dogs?”
“Far too far and wrong time of year. There was literally no way to get her to safety.”
“How old were you?”
“Fourteen. She was my piano teacher.”
The well was working, the electrics were more advanced, and she was able to get the heating on, so the wood-burning stove was just for slightly more rapid heat.
When they were done, and the house was humming to life again, she sighed. “There was a lot of laughter in this house. A lot of false notes and a lot of quiet conversations. She was always good for the basic questions of life.”
She looked around and nodded. “Right. We had best get back. The pies will be done soon.”
“So, you have a lot of ready-made meals?”
“We have to. Mom doesn’t have a true talent for cooking, so her meals are high on creativity and low on edibility.”
“I stand warned.”
He grinned, and again, she was surprised by the urge to keep staring at him. They walked back through the snow, and she asked, “So, do your folks leave the group often?”
“Almost never. It takes a seer and a boot to the ass to get us to step away from our comfort zone. We don’t like the human world, and the shifters look at us as strange and exotic.”
She kept trudging and shrugged. “You have to be able to see something to get used to it. Most folk start out with an idea of elves from history and fiction, and then, when one appears in front of them, they dump all they know or think they know onto the shoulders of that person. Frankly, I know about elves the same way I know about peacock shifters. Something pretty that lives very far away.”
He chuckled. “That is how I used to think of dragons. I knew they existed but was fairly sure that I would never meet one, and now, I have one in the family.”
“How do you feel about that?”
“I like Zzara. She has quite the spine to defend herself against those who were given the honour of caring for her but threw it away.”
“I think I would like to meet her one day. I always hear her spoken of with admiration.”
“If you can keep me alive through the winter, she might be up to share a cup of tea.”
She chuckled and led the way to the back door of her family home. The smell of baking pie was amazing, and she kicked off her boots before she hung the keys up on the inner wall of the entryway.
“So, has anyone checked on dinner?”
Dexter was in the kitchen with his arms crossed over his chest. “I am watching. Things are looking good.”
She put potholders on the table and winked at Trin before she went into the kitchen and put oven mitts on before transporting the first pie to the table. It was beef with bits of vegetables in it.
The next was chicken pie with mashed potato top. Then apple pie and then serviceberry. When everything was on the table, Dexter closed the oven. Plates and forks were spread around, and everyone had a seat. Mander stood and cut the pies into wedges, and while he was doing that, Dexter asked, “So, Kabyl, I hear you passed the peacekeeper entrance exams.”
She nodded. “I don’t know how my being a dragon will affect the situation, but I still want to take the training.”
Trin had been lining up to attack her meal, and she paused. “You want to be a peacekeeper?”
“Yeah. I have always wanted to have a community of my own to look after.”
Trin nodded. “Up here?”
“Yup. This is my environment. Now more than it ever was before. This is where my dragon was born, and this is where she wants to live.” Kabyl could tell that her referring to her dragon’s wishes was having more weight than her own.
“I see. I will look into your options. I promise to get back to you within the week.” Trin forked up some of the pie and then blew on it before she put it in her mouth.
Everyone sat around the table and ate, even Elioth partook of the meat-based meals. That was a relief. Indoor gardens weren’t a popular thing this far north. The days were just too short at this time of year.
The meal took a turn for the funny as Mander and Dexter explained the kind of things that they dealt with. Aside from the occasional incursion from a bear or wild cat, the most common thing that they dealt with was stolen garden supplies in the planting season.
When Kabyl asked, “So, Mom, why are you so calm about Grandma Cornish coming to visit?”
The shocked screech and Trin’s quick departure let Kabyl know that it hadn’t been properly discussed.
The sight of Eltrinia appearing in the back yard and disappearing with Trin left Kabyl laughing.
“Mom. Calm down. She is coming for my dragon, not for you or me. Don’t worry.”
Her mother paused. “What?”
Kabyl explained, and when her parents were soothed, Elioth was fed and off to his new cabin for the rest of the night, and Dexter had shifted and was on his way back to the peacekeeper outpost, she was exhausted.
 
Late in the night or early in the morning, she woke up. There had been a pressure change in her room, and she knew that feeling. “Eltrinia?”
There was no answer, but her night vision showed her a huge chest sitting near the foot of her bed. It was a toe-killer for sure.
Kabyl got up and walked to the chest, opening it with a flipped latch and smiling at the contents. There was a letter.
 
Dear Kabyl, sorry to have run out on you, but I haven’t had much experience with mother and daughter issues so forgot that your mother might not be receptive to your grandmother’s arrival.
This collection of clothing should fit you. If you are ever willing to travel to the capitol, I have a seamstress who would love to meet you. The clothes inside the chest are her handiwork. She does a very nice job.
I examined your boots, and there are two pairs in the chest that will fit you. There is also a cloak that will shift with you. Everything will shift with you. Knowing that you will not be vulnerable when you return to your human form will help your frame of mind. Surprisingly, fear of public nudity is what sticks a lot of dragons in their first few shifts.
Included, and at the bottom of the box, is a peacekeeper uniform, suitable for your environment. There is still a debate about training you raging, but I am winning. Just so you know, I always win.
I look forward to seeing you soon, you are a really impressive person with skills that I envy.
Oh, and know that the dragons you have already met can be called upon at any time. Even Doc Weathering. She’s grumpy, but she’s loyal to you.
So, enjoy the new clothing, have fun learning how to harness who you are and what you are, and feel free to scream into the night when you need to. It helps sometimes.
Your friend,
Trin
 
Kabyl went through the chest and pulled out clothing to wear the following day, smiling at the lightly boned breast bands that would be fairly easy to wear.
With her clothing for the next day sorted out, she closed the chest and went back to bed.
There would be time for so much more in the morning, and going to sleep happy was the best way to do it.
 



Epilogue
 
 
Four days after the chest arrived, she was out in the meadow firing tiny bolts of frost at stone targets when her father ran up, a letter clenched in his canine jaws.
Elioth stood next to her and waited. “Well?”
She looked at the letter, and her hands started shaking. She read it once and then read it again.
She looked at Elioth and smiled. “This invitation is for both of us.”
He shrugged. “I might have sent my application along with Trin. Apparently, it has gone through.”
“You want to be a peacekeeper?”
“I want to walk in the world again, as my people used to. This is a good place. Nature still is in firm control. To keep the peace in a place like this is something I could definitely do.”
He was smiling again. She hated that. It made her heart flip.
Her dad’s wolf head pushed against her. His tail was wagging furiously. “Yes, Dad. I am going to be just like you but with better hair.”
He huffed and turned, flicking snow at her.
She grinned and watched him head back. She glanced at Elioth. “We need to leave here in a week so that we can arrive by the end of the month.”
“That is two weeks away, why do we need to leave so early? Can’t you fly us there?”
She blinked and started laughing. “I forgot all about that.”
He laughed, she laughed, and as she laughed, the dragon laughed, the crystal frost wings springing from her back.
Kabyl tried to look behind her, but it was when she flexed the wings forward that she could actually see them. “This is so pretty. Is this what I look like?”
Elioth leaned on the bow and laughed. “You don’t know?”
“There is usually something more important than my appearance when I shift.” She flapped her wings, and she rose off the ground. Elioth smiled and watched her as she flew around the meadow, a few feet from the ground.
When she finished her test, she slashed at one of the nearby rocks. It shattered, and she ducked.
Elioth brushed her cheek with his fingers. There was a small bit of blood on them. “You cut yourself.”
She held his hand and smiled. “Get used to it. I hear that peacekeeper training is brutal. I will probably bleed a bit more in the weeks that we are there.”
“I will be at your side through the whole thing.” He smiled. “Oh, I have a gift for you.”
He reached behind his belt, and she heard a click. He handed her a small rectangle. “Congratulations on acceptance to the peacekeeper academy.”
She looked at the item, and it was carved with the designs she had doodled in the notebook that they had used on the night they had taken the census of the dead.
She held it and flicked it lightly, the bow sprang up, but the bowstring was made of energy. “What is this?”
“It will stop your burning through your strings. A light enchantment that Zzara passed along.”
She nodded and drew the energy string, placing the frost arrow into it. She fired, and the amount of power that she brought to bear was times five. “Oh, wow. Thank you, Elioth.”
He rubbed the back of his neck. “My community made it for you. That is what our branch of the family does. It makes weapons. Even the forest folk need to hunt.”
“Everybody has something that they need to do.” She had a thought and laughed. “Oh, dear. My grandmother is going to have to postpone her trip. No sense her being here if I am down south in an obstacle course.”
Elioth smiled, and they started to walk back to the house. “And to every dark side, there is gleaming daylight.”
She nodded, and they kept trudging through the snow, bows in hand. The scent of food coming from the house made her smile. Her dad was back to cooking, and that was a huge relief.
She reflected on the sensation. When her life was in turmoil, knowing that her family was fine made her able to do what she had to. Even wounded, her dad had been in a safe place, so she could put herself in harm’s way to protect those around her. It was weird, but it seemed that jumping into danger was a family trait. It was definitely nurture over nature in her book. Every time.
 



 
 
Author’s Note
 
 
So, obviously, Kabyl is going to have more of a story. And Elioth will be there, and both grandmas might face off. I might not have to guess, which one would win in a dragon versus wolf fight, but I do know which one can cook.
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